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This study uses the prose hagiography of the poet Venantius Fortunatus (c.530-600/609 CE) to 
examine the relationship between hagiographical narrative and pastoral care in the early 
Merovingian kingdoms. Consisting of the lives of six bishops and the ascetic Queen Radegund, 
this body of work has been studied primarily as evidence for the social, religious and political 
power of the Gallic episcopacy and the literary promotion of saints’ cults in sixth-century Gaul. 
Hagiography, however, was also becoming increasingly instrumental in bishops’ religious 
instruction of the laity and in the laity’s own efforts to achieve salvation. This study uses 
stylistic, semiotic and intertextual analysis to examine the ways these works spoke to the laity’s 
fundamental religious concerns, particularly in the context of their public reading in the mass. 
These concerns included, among others, how salvation should be conceptualized, how sin should 
be dealt with, how Christians should live among non-Christians, and what role should be 
afforded women in the spiritual life of the church. Close reading of the prose lives reveals that 
Fortunatus exploited the multi-valency of religious images, concepts and symbols to provide 
answers to these questions within an orthodox pastoral framework. Moreover, this study shows 
that Fortunatus made innovative use of his narratives to intervene in his own pastoral voice. In so 
doing, this analysis also explores an under-appreciated side of the poet’s career, as a provider of 
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Venantius Honorius Clementianus Fortunatus has been known to modern historians primarily for 
his large body of poetry. Consisting of over three hundred poems, this collection gives a glimpse 
into the networks of patronage in which the sixth-century Gallic clergy and nobility participated, 
and it informs us on the transition from the classical culture of the later Roman Empire to the 
exclusively Christian culture of the early Middle Ages. Indeed, to historians of the early 
Merovingian period, Fortunatus’ poetry has proven indispensable, providing nearly one third of 
all written evidence surviving from sixth-century Gaul.1  
 Within two hundred years of Fortunatus’ death, however, Paul the Deacon remembered 
the poet in his Historia Langobardorum not for his grand panegyrics for Merovingian kings and 
bishops but for his devotion to St. Martin and his career as a hagiographer. To Paul, the most 
significant turning-point in Fortunatus’ life, and his reason for migrating from Italy to Gaul, was 
Martin’s miraculous healing of an eye ailment in the church of the apostles Paul and John in 
Ravenna: “For this reason Fortunatus adored the blessed Martin so much that he abandoned his 
country a little before the Langobards invaded Italy, and set out for the sepulcher of that blessed 
man at Tours.” Paul viewed Fortunatus’ ensuing literary career as a natural outgrowth of this 
saintly devotion, leaving much of his voluminous poetic output as an afterthought in his 
biographical sketch:  
 
1 See Brian Brennan, “Bishop and Community in the Poetry of Venantius Fortunatus” (PhD diss., Marcquarie 
University, 1983); M.H. Hoeflich, “Between Gothia and Romania: The Image of the King in the Poetry of Venantius 
Fortunatus,” Res publica litterarum 5 (1982), 123-136; Richard Koebner, Venantius Fortunatus: Seine 
Persönlichkeit und seine Stellung in der geistigen Kultur des Merowinger-Reiches (Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1915); 
Luce Piétri, “Venance Fortunat et ses commanditaires: un poète italien dans la société gallo-franque,” in 
Committenti e produzione artistico-letteraria nell’alto medioevo occidentale (Spoleto: CISAM, 1992), 729-754; 
Joseph Szövérffy, “À la source de l’humanisme chrétien médiéval: ‘Romanus’ et ‘Barbarus’ chez Vénance 
Fortunat,” Aevum 65 (1971), 77-86. 
 2 
And after he had come to Tours, according to his own vow, passing on through 
Poitiers, he dwelt there and wrote at that place of the doings of many saints, part 
in prose and part in metrical fashion, and lastly in the same city he was ordained, 
first as a presbyter and then as a bishop, and in the same place he reposes buried 
with befitting honor. Here he wrote the life of St. Martin in four books in heroic 
meter, and he composed many other things, most of all hymns for particular 
festivals and especially little verses to particular friends, being second to none of 
the poets in soft and fluent speech.2 
 
The prose hagiographical works to which Paul refers are the biographies of bishops and that of 
Queen Radegund that Fortunatus wrote between 566 and 589. In all, thirteen prose saints’ lives 
have been attributed to Fortunatus, but only seven have been proven to be genuine: those of 1) 
Germanus, bishop of Paris (552-576); 2) Paternus, bishop of Avranches (552-565); 3) Marcellus, 
bishop of Paris (c.417-436); 4) Albinus, bishop of Angers (c.535-550); 5) Radegund, queen to 
King Clothar (511-561)3 and founder of the Convent of the Holy Cross (c.520-587); 6) 
Severinus, bishop of Bordeaux (fl. 410) and 7) Hilary, bishop of Poitiers (c.350-367) (and its 
accompanying book of miracles, the Liber de virtutibus sancti Hilarii). Six of the prose lives (all 
except the Vita Severini) were edited by Bruno Krusch for the Monumenta Germaniae Historica 
in 1885; Krusch also included, in a separate section of the same volume, a collection of Opuscula 
Venantio Fortunato Male Attributa, including five saints’ lives, one passio and two theological 
treatises.4 In 1902 H. Quentin published his study of the newly-discovered earliest life of 
Severinus of Bordeaux, in which he argued conclusively that this was the same life, or a 
 
2 Paul.Diac. Hist.Lang. 2.13. This translation is from Paul the Deacon, History of the Lombards, trans. William 
Dudley Foulke (University of Pennsylvania: 1907; reprint University of Pennsylvania: 1974), 69-70. 
3 On Clothar, see PLRE 2.291-292. 
4 MGH AA 4.2. 
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recension of it, that Fortunatus had written as reported by Gregory of Tours in the Gloria 
confessorum;5 Wilhelm Levison published his edition of the Vita Severini in the MGH in 1919.6 
 This dissertation will explore the hagiographical side of Fortunatus’ career that was so 
central in Paul’s biography but which has been neglected in modern scholarship. It will examine 
his prose lives to form a picture of hagiography’s role in the promotion of lay piety in the pivotal 
period of the sixth century, as these works were being specially crafted for oratorical 
performance to a wide audience for the first time in Gaul. “Lay piety,” for the purposes of this 
study, is defined as the rituals, beliefs and habits enjoined upon or taken up by the Christian 
faithful who were neither ordained nor bound by a monastic vow. This piety is practiced within a 
completely orthodox ecclesiastical framework and is distinct from but closely related to the top-
down ecclesiastical influence generally subsumed under the category of “pastoral care.”7 For the 
latter term, this study will adopt the definition offered by Henry Beck in his study of pastoral 
care in southern Gaul, with particular emphasis on the third item (c) that he sees as integral:  
that form of Christian charity exercised from day to day by a corps of consecrated men 
in, a) maintaining Divine Worship for, b) communicating Sacramental Life to, c) 
providing inspirational guidance for, and, d) procuring material benefits for that portion 
of mankind officially assigned to its charge.8 
 
This study will make frequent reference to “pastoral care” but will also show that the literary 
promotion of lay piety was not one-way or fully top-down; the prose lives give the impression of 
 
5 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 44. 
6 MGH SRM 7.205-224. 
7 André Vauchez, “Conclusion,” in La religion populaire en Languedoc: Du XIIIe siècle à la moitié du XIVe siècle 
(Toulouse: Fanjeaux, 1976), 432-433; cf. Etienne Delaruelle, La piété populaire au Moyen Âge (Turin: Bottega 
d’Erasmo, 1975). 
8 Henry G.J. Beck, The Pastoral Care of Souls in South-East France During the Sixth Century (Rome: Aedes 
Universitatis Gregorianae, 1950), xiv. For a theoretical discussion of the definition of “pastoral care” in Late 
Antiquity, see Pauline Allen and Wendy Mayer, “Through a Bishop’s Eyes: Towards a Definition of Pastoral Care 
in Late Antiquity,” Augustinianum 40 (2000), 345-397. 
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a lay audience well-attuned to the moral and theological implications of the narratives and 
largely self-motivated in the pursuit of salvation. Finally, this study will attempt to form a profile 
of Venantius Fortunatus as a pastoral thinker. 
Background: The Christianization of Gaul 
The earliest evidence of Christianity in Gaul survives in the form of a letter recounting the recent 
martyrdom of forty-eight Christians in the city of Lyon in 177.9 Preserved in Book 5 of Eusebius 
of Caesarea’s Historia ecclesiastica, the letter reveals something of a cross-section of this 
earliest Christian community. Of their forty-eight names, seventeen are Greek. Among their 
number are a physician, a deacon, a lawyer (and possible nobleman), twenty-two women (at least 
one a slave) and the city’s bishop, Photinus.10 Eusebius and Gregory of Tours provide somewhat 
contradictory accounts of the fate of the church after the persecution. Though Gregory implies 
that the city needed to be re-evangelized, Eusebius, probably correctly, suggests little 
discontinuity in the church’s growth and administration, noting that there was still a community 
there to commend the theologian Ireneaus to the bishop of Rome as Photinus’ successor.11 
Gregory may be correct when he credits Irenaeus with a successful missionizing campaign, for 
no more than a generation after his death bishops were sent to occupy the sees at Tours, 
Limoges, Arles, Narbonne, Toulouse, Paris and Clermont-Ferrand.12 
 It is difficult to trace the spread of Christianity in Gaul over the fourth century, but the 
career of its greatest saint, Martin of Tours (371-397), suggests increasing missionary activity 
 
9 Eus.Caes. Eccl.hist. 5.1.  
10 Charles Kannengiesser, ed., Early Christian Spirituality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 5; and Greg.Tur. 
Glor.mart. 48. 
11 Eus.Caes. Eccl.hist. 5.4. 
12 Greg.Tur. Hist. 1.30. 
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and conversion in the 370s-400s.13 Ordained bishop in 371, Martin set upon an energetic 
program of winning pagans to the faith through a combination of preaching and destruction of 
temples. While peasants would often convert through his preaching and destroy their sanctuaries 
themselves, in many cases Martin met with violent resistance, necessitating divine intervention 
for his success or survival.14 Wherever he destroyed a pagan ritual site, he would build either a 
monastery or a church, and his biographer, Sulpicius Severus, tells us that eventually every place 
was filled with them.15 As Clare Stancliffe has noted, Martin was a pioneer in the founding of 
vicus churches in his diocese, but his missionizing was probably reflective of a more widespread 
effort by Gallic bishops to convert the countryside.16 These bishops were aided in no small part 
by sympathetic aristocrats who directly governed religious observance on their estates.17   
 The rate and degree of conversion, however, was far from uniform across regions and 
social classes. The urban and educated, in particular the aristocracy, tended to convert sooner 
than the countryside. Southern Gaul already had a strong Christian presence, with a long-
standing urban basilica in Arles, by the time Martin began his ministry, but at his death 
 
13 On religion as a versatile marker of identity among the barbarians, see Bruno Dumézil, “La conversion au 
Christianisme comme un méchanisme d’identité et d’altérité chez les barbares,” in Jorge López Quiroga, Michel 
Kazanski et al., eds., Entangled Identities and Otherness in Late Antique and Early Medieval Europe: Historical 
Archaeological and Bioarcheological Approaches (Oxford: BAR, 2017), 30-39. On the coercive mechanisms by 
which barbarian conversion was accomplished, see Bruno Dumézil, Les racines chrétiennes de l’Europe: 
Conversion et liberté dans les royaume barbares Ve-VIIIe siècle (Paris: Fayard, 2005). On the range of motivations 
barbarians had for converting, see Daniel König, Bekehrungsmotive. Untersuchungen zum Christianisierungsprozess 
im römischen Westreich und seinen romanisch-germanischen Nachfolgern (4.-8. Jahrhundert) (Husum: Matthiesen 
Verlag, 2008). 
14 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 15. 
15 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 13.  
16 Clare Stancliffe, St. Martin and His Hagiographer: History and Miracle in Sulpicius Severus (New York: 
Clarendon Press, 1983), 332.  
17 Stancliffe, Martin and His Hagiographer, 336; E. Griffe, La Gaule Chrétienne a L’Époque Romaine 3: La Cité 
Chrétienne (Paris: Letouzet et Ané, 1965), 262-263. 
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Christians in Tours were still using a senator’s home as a church.18 Despite the efforts of Martin 
and his peers, the conversion of the countryside must have been slow-going throughout the fifth 
and part of the sixth century; in the 540s, Caesarius (502-542) was still finding the need to 
preach against consulting soothsayers and offering prayers at springs and trees in long-
Christianized Arles.19 This syncretism challenges any attempt to reduce Christian conversion to a 
singular moment of personal or group acceptance of a new faith.20  Most scholars have settled on 
some variation of the distinction between “conversion” and “christianization” proposed by 
William Klingshirn: “Unlike baptism or ‘conversion,’ which could be imposed from above, the 
social and religious changes required by christianization could not be put into effect without the 
consent and participation of local populations”; beyond the mere destruction of temples, 
christianization required the assimilation of Christianity to local customs and “the building of an 
alternative Christian landscape.”21 By the end of the fifth century, the Gallo-Roman aristocracy 
was thoroughly Christianized, and a majority of all Roman residents of Gaul were Christian.22   
 The barbarian groups who settled within the Roman limes in the fifth century had had 
contact with Christianity since at least the early fourth century, although Roman missionizing 
 
18 Michele Renee Salzman, The Making of a Christian Aristocracy: Social and Religious Change in the Western 
Roman Empire (Cambridge, M.A.:  Harvard University Press, 2002), 90. 
19 William E. Klingshirn, Caesarius of Arles: The Making of a Christian Community in Late Antique Gaul, 
Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought 22 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 212, 219.  
20 On conversion as an individual, experiential phenomenon, see Arthur Darby Nock, Conversion (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1933); cf. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (London: 
Longmans, 1952), 157-209. 
21 Yitzhak Hen, Culture and Religion in Merovingian Gaul, A.D. 481-751 (New York: Brill, 1995), 155; Klingshirn, 
Caesarius of Arles, 214; Salzman, Christian Aristocracy, 90; cf. Carole M. Cusack, Conversion among the 
Germanic Peoples (London: Cassell, 1998), 17. 
22 Johannes Geffcken, The Last Days of Greco-Roman Paganism, trans. Sabine MacCormack (Amsterdam: North-
Holland, 1978), 231. 
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activity was minimal.23 The three groups that would have the greatest impact on the religious 
landscape of Gaul were the Franks, the Burgundians and the Visigoths. The Goths began 
assimilating Christianity in the late third or early fourth century, and this process gained further 
momentum after the conversion of Constantine (306-337)24 and the Roman victories over the 
Goths in 324 and 332. In 348 and 369-372, infighting between pagan and Christian Goths led to 
persecutions of the latter that forced even the missionary Wulfila to seek refuge in Roman 
territory with fellow Christian Goths. Pagan Goths viewed Christianity as an undesirable 
importation from their enemy, Rome, and adherence to it implied, to them, political allegiance to 
the Roman state.25 The conversion of the Gothic chieftain Fritigern to Homoian Christianity —
following the lead of the then-reigning Homoian emperor Valens (364-378)26— around 376 
brought about an at least nominal conversion of the Gothic people.27 Those Goths who would 
soon become the Visigoths entered Gaul in 418 when King Theodoric I (418-451)28 agreed with 
 
23 E.A. Thompson, “Christianity and the Northern Barbarians,” Nottingham Medieval Studies 1 (1957), 62.  
24 On Constantine, see PLRE 1.223-224. 
25 Herwig Wolfram, History of the Goths, 2nd ed., trans. Thomas J. Dunlap (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1987), 135. 
26 On Valens, see PLRE 1.930-931. 
27 Whether the Visigoths were still pagans when they settled in Moesia in 382 has been a matter of debate. E.A. 
Thompson and A. Fridh held that they were. A stronger consensus, however, holds that their conversion to 
Christianity began c.372-376. E.A. Thompson The Visigoths in the Time of Ulfila (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1966), 88f; A. Fridh, “Die Bekehrung der Westgoten zum Christentum,” in U.E. Hagberg, ed., Studia Gotica 
(Stockholm, 1972), 136. Cf. Zeev Rubin, “The Conversion of the Visigoths to Christianity,” Museum Helveticum 38 
(1981), 34-54; Peter Heather, “The Crossing of the Danube and the Gothic Conversion,” Greek, Roman and 
Byzantine Studies 27 (1986), 289-318; Knut Schäferdieck, “Zeit und Umstände des Westgotischen Übergangs zum 
Christentum,” Historia 28 (1979), 90-97; Andreas Schwarcz, “Cult and Religion among the Tervingi and Visigoths 
and their conversion to Christianity,” in Peter Heather, ed., The Visigoths -From the Migration Period to the Seventh 
Century: An Ethnographic Perspective (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1999), 453-454.  
28 On Theodoric I, see PLRE 2.1070-1071. 
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the Roman government to settle the Goths between Bordeaux and Toulouse.29 The Visigoths 
made increasing territorial gains under Euric (466-484)30 as the Western Roman government 
receded, conquering most of Hispania and southern Aquitaine. Within the first decade of the 
sixth century, however, the Nicene Franks would push the still-Homoian Visigoths out of Gaul, 
and it would not be until 589 that the Iberia-bound Visigoths converted to Nicene Christianity.31 
The Byzantine historian Socrates tells us that the Burgundians converted from paganism 
to Nicene Christianity under Theodosius II (408-450),32 yet by the 470s they were probably 
 
29 The historiography on this and other settlements of barbarian peoples within the Roman Empire is vast. For useful 
syntheses, see Guy Halsall, Barbarian Migrations and the Roman West, 376-568 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), 422-444; and J.H.W.G. Liebeschuetz, “Cities, taxes and the accommodation of barbarians: 
the theories of Durliat and Goffart,” in Walter Pohl, ed., Kingdoms of the Empire: The Integration of Barbarians in 
Late Antiquity (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 135-151. See also Walter Goffart, Barbarians and Romans, AD 418-584: The 
Techniques of Accommodation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980); J. Durliat, “Cité, impôt et intégration 
des barbares,” in Pohl, ed., Kingdoms of the Empire, 153-159; Ian Wood, “The barbarian invasions and the first 
settlements,” in A.M. Cameron and P Garnsey, eds., The Cambridge Ancient History, vol. 13 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 516-537; Herwig Wolfram, “Zur ansiedlungen reichsangehöriger Föderaten. 
Erklärungsversuche und Forschungsziele,” Mitteilungen des Instituts für Österreichisches Geschichtsforschung 91 
(1983), 5-35; cf. Maria Cesa, “Hospitalitas o altre ‘techniques of accommodation’? A proposito di un libro recente,” 
Archivo Storico Italiano 140 (1982), 539-532; S.J.B. Barnish, “Taxation, land and barbarian settlement in the 
western Empire,” Papers of the British School at Rome 54 (1986), 170-95; T.S. Burns, Barbarians within the Gates 
of Rome. A Study of Roman Military Policy and the Barbarians, ca. 375-425 (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994), 263-274; J.B. Bury, History of the Later Roman Empire: From the Death of Theodosius I to the Death 
of Justinian, vol. 1 (New York: Dover, 1958), 205-206; A.H.M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire, 284-602: A Social, 
Economic, and Administrative Survey, vol. 1 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1964), 249-253. On the 
settlement of the Burgundians, see Hans Delbrück, History of the Art of War, Volume II: The Barbarian Invasions, 
trans. Walter J. Renfroe, Jr. (Lincoln, Nebr.: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 317-336; and Ferdinand Lot, “Du 
régime de l’hospitalité,” Revue Belge de Philologie et Histoire 7 (1928), 975-1011. On the Visigothic settlement, see 
Wolfram, History of the Goths, 222-231; A. García Gallo, “Notas sobre el reparto de terras entre Visigodas y 
Romanos,” Hispania 1 (1940), 40-63; Ralph W. Mathisen and Hagit Sivan, “The kingdom of Toulouse and the 
frontiers of Visigothic Aquitania (418-507),” in Alberto Ferreiro, ed., The Visigoths: Studies in Culture and Society 
(Leiden: Brill, 1999), 12-14; C.E.V. Nixon, “Relations between Visigoths and Romans in fifth-century Gaul,” in J.F. 
Drinkwater and H. Elton, eds., Fifth-century Gaul: A Crisis of Identity? (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), 64-74. On Visigothic ethnogenesis, see Gerd Kampers, Geschichte der Westgoten (Paderborn: Schöningh, 
2008); Peter Heather, “(Visi-)Gothic studies. From Tervingi to Visigoths: cruxes of continuity. Processes of 
amalgamation. Conclusions,” in Peter Heather, ed., The Visigoths: From the Migration Period to the Seventh 
Century (Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 1999), 41-92. 
30 On Euric, see PLRE 2.427-428. 
31 Jamie Wood, The Politics of Identity in Visigothic Spain: Religion and Power in the Histories of Isidore of Seville 
(Leiden: Brill, 2012), 31-32. 
32 On Theodosius II, see PLRE 2.1100. 
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majority Homoian and were ruled by the at least nominally Homoian king Gundobad.33 Upon his 
death in 516, Gundobad was succeeded by his Nicene-convert son Sigismund (516-523),34 who 
abruptly ended his father’s tolerance for religious pluralism; under his rule, Avitus of Vienne 
(494-518)35 was able to take over Homoian churches and have their sacred vessels melted 
down.36 Despite their now shared adherence to Nicene Christianity, Sigismund and his successor 
Godomar (524-534)37 came to blows with the Frankish kings Clothar, Childebert (511-558)38 and 
Chlodomer (511-524)39 in the early 520s, and the Burgundian kingdom was finally taken over by 
the Franks after the battle of Autun in 534.40 
 
33 Socr. Eccl.hist. 7.30. On Gundobad, see PLRE 2.524-525. Uta Heil, “The Homoians in Gaul,” in Guido M. Berndt 
and Roland Steinacher, eds., Arianism: Roman Heresy and Barbarian Creed (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2014), 287, 
has suggested that the Burgundians converted to Homoian Christianity after settling in Sapaudia through their 
contacts with the Ostrogoths and Visigoths. On the history of the Burgundian kingdom, see Hans Hubert Anton, 
“Burgunden II. Historisches,” Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde 4 (1981), 235-248; Justin Favrod, 
Histoire politique du royaume burgonde (443-534) (Lausanne: Bibliothèque historique Vaudoise, 1997); Volker 
Gallé, ed., Die Burgunder. Ethnogenese und Assimilation eines Volkes, 2nd edition (Worms: Worms Verlag, 2009); 
Reinhold Kaiser, Die Burgunder (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2004). See also Ian Wood, “Misremembering the 
Burgundians,” in Walter Pohl, ed., Die Suche nach den Ursprüngen (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2004), 143; Idem., The Merovingian Kingdoms, 450-751 (London: Longman, 1994), 43; Avitus of 
Vienne: Selected Letters and Prose, trans. and ed. Danuta Shanzer and Ian Wood (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Press, 2002), 19. On Burgundian ethnogenesis, see Ian Wood, “Ethnicity and the ethnogenesis of the Burgundians,” 
in Herwig Wolfram and Walter Pohl, eds., Typen der Ethnogenese unter besondere Berücksichtigung der Bayern 
(Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1990), 53-69. On Gundobad’s religious 
commitments, see Ian Wood, “Arians, Catholics and Vouillé,” in Danuta Shanzer and Ralph Mathisen, eds., The 
Battle of Vouillé, 507 CE: Where France Began (Boston: De Gruyter, 2012), 143. 
34 On Sigismund, see PLRE 2.1009-1010. 
35 On Avitus, see PLRE 2.195-196, PCBE 4.242. 
36 Pauline Allen and Bronwen Neil, Crisis Management in Late Antiquity (410-590 CE): A Survey of the Evidence 
from Episcopal Letters (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 34. On Avitus’ relations with the Homoians, see Uta Heil, Avitus von 
Vienne und die homöische Kirche der Burgunder (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011). 
37 On Godomar, see PLRE 2.517. 
38 On Childebert, see PLRE 2.284-285. 
39 On Chlodomer, see PLRE 2.288. 
40 Greg.Tur. Hist. 3.11. 
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 There is little evidence for Frankish contact with Christianity before the rule of Clovis 
(481-511).41 When they first enter Roman Gaul, probably as foederati serving under the magister 
militum, the Franks appear as a pagan people with little prospect of conversion.42 According to 
Gregory of Tours, the conversion of the Franks began with Clovis’ marriage to the Catholic 
Burgundian princess, Clotild,43 who wished to have her sons baptized. When the first died soon 
afterwards, Clovis saw it as a predictable consequence of abandoning the traditional gods. 
Nonetheless, Gregory tells us, Clotild persisted in her efforts to have her household converted, 
and, at the battle of Tolbiac in 496, Clovis miraculously defeated the Alamanni after praying to 
the god of Clotild and vowing to be baptized in exchange for victory.44 Though, as it turned out, 
the Frankish nobility was willing to follow him into the baptismal font, Clovis’ initial hesitation 
suggests how tenuous the conversion process must have been: he told Bishop Remigius of 
Rheims that the only obstacle to his baptism was his expectation that the Franks would not 
abandon their old gods.45 As Wallace-Hadrill has noted, “it was not the Frankish people that was 
converted but the king and a warband that presumably recalled the story that got around after 
Tolbiac;” the three thousand people that Gregory reports as having been baptized by Remigius 
 
41 On Clovis, see PLRE 2.288-290. 
42 J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983), 23; L.I.R. Petersen, Siege Warfare and 
Military Organization in the Successor States (400-800 AD) (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 89. On Frankish ethnogenesis, see 
Hans Hubert Anton, “Origo Gentis. Die Franken,” in Johannes Hoops, ed., Reallexikon der germanischen 
Altertumskunde, vol. 22 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2003), 189-195. 
43 On Clotild, see PLRE 2.293-294. 
44 On Clovis’ conversion, see J. Moorhead, “Clovis’ Motives for Becoming a Catholic Christian,” Journal of 
Religious History 13 (1985), 329-339; and Danuta Shanzer, “Dating the Baptism of Clovis: the Bishop of Vienne vs. 
the Bishop of Tours,” Early Medieval Europe 7.1 (1998) 29-57. 
45 Greg.Tur. Hist. 2.29-31. On Remigius, see PCBE 4.1600-1604. On the historiography of the much-debated date of 
Clovis’ baptism, see Mark Spencer, “Dating the Baptism of Clovis, 1886-1993,” Early Medieval Europe 3 (1994), 
97-116. 
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were “the upper crust, or part of it,” and it was probably on the estates of these leading men that 
the earliest missionaries evangelized the Frankish lower classes.46  
 In 507 Clovis drove the Visigoths from Aquitaine following a decisive victory at the 
battle of Vouillé. Though Gregory attributes religious motivations to this conflict, quoting Clovis 
as saying that he “find[s] it hard to go on seeing these Arians occupy a part of Gaul,” there is 
some evidence that the real impetus to war was economic in nature and that the representation of 
the campaign as a religious crusade was an attempt to win the support of Aquitainian Catholics.47 
Whatever his initial motivations, Clovis set about bringing Roman and Visigothic churches there 
into the Frankish Catholic fold, calling the Council of Orléans in 511 to see to the re-
consecration of Homoian churches, the readmission of Homoian clergy to the church hierarchy 
and the administration of royal gifts to the church.48 Since the suppression of Homoianism in the 
Burgundian kingdom had already begun under Sigismund, the incorporation of the Burgundian 
churches required little religious reform; in 535 the Council of Clermont, called by the 
Austrasian king Theudebert (533-547)49 and attended by Burgundian and Aquitanian bishops, 
focused primarily on relations between religious and secular authorities.50 
With the Frankish conquest of the Burgundians, the religious and political landscape 
(notwithstanding Frankish civil wars) that Fortunatus knew begins to come into focus.  
 
46 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, 24. On Frankish conquests, see Raymond Van Dam, “Merovingian Gaul 
and the Frankish Conquests,” in Paul Fouracre, ed., The New Cambridge Medieval History, Volume 1 c. 500-700 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 193-231. 
47 Greg.Tur. Hist. 2.37; Wood, “Arians, Catholics and Vouillé,” 145.  
48 Conc.Orléans a. 511, CCL 148a.3-19. 
49 On Theodebert, see PLRE 3B.1228-1230. 
50 Wallace-Hadrill, The Frankish Church, 95-97.  
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Merovingian royalty bestowed patronage upon the Gallic church in the form of building projects, 
tax exemptions and gifts of land; kings called church councils after the model of Constantine, 
thus imbuing their canons with secular as well as religious authority.51 Despite conciliar demands 
that bishops “be elected by the clergy and laity,” kings also played a considerable role in the 
appointment (and, sometimes, deposing) of bishops.52 The king’s secular power, however, could 
hardly outshine the immense religious and practical authority the bishops wielded in their 
dioceses. Descended, genetically and institutionally, from the Gallo-Roman aristocracy that 
began filling the ranks of the church in the fifth century, the sixth-century Gallic bishop 
combined vast religious authority with the political clout of the defensor civitatis.53 Indeed, the 
practice and ideology of Bischofsherrschaft have been such dominant themes in the 
historiography of sixth-century Gaul that they hardly require elaboration here.54 The extent to 
which bishops were able (or willing) to regulate the religious life of the laity beyond the walls of 
their cities is more doubtful. As noted above, even Caesarius had trouble discouraging the people 
 
51 Raymond Van Dam, Saints and their Miracles in Late Antique Gaul (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1993), 24; Wood, Merovingian Kingdoms, 105. 
52 Wood, Merovingian Kingdoms, 78; Conc.Clermont a. 535, can. 2, CCL 148a.105-106. This translation is from 
Carl Joseph von Hefele, A History of the Councils of the Church from the Original Documents, vol. 4, trans. 
William R. Clark (Edinburgh: T&T Clark), 191. 
53 Richard Collins, “Observations on the Form, Language, and Public of the Prose Biographies of Venantius 
Fortunatus in the Hagiography of Merovingian Gaul,” in H.B. Clarke and M. Brennan, eds., Columbanus and 
Merovingian Monasticism, BAR International Series 113 (Oxford, 1981), 116; Friedrich Prinz, “Die bischöfliche 
Stadtherrschaft im Frankenreich vom 5. bis zum 7. Jahrhundert.” Historische Zeitschrift 217 (1973): 1-35; A.M. 
Orselli, L’idea e il culto del santo patrono cittadino nella letteratura latina cristiana (Bologna, 1965), 101. 
54 Gregory I. Halfond, Bishops and the Politics of Patronage in Merovingian Gaul (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2019). Claudia Rapp, Holy Bishops in Late Antiquity: The Nature of Christian Leadership in an Age of 
Transition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Andrea Sterk, Renouncing the World Yet Leading the 
Church: The Monk-Bishop in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004); Martin 
Heinzelmann, Bischofsherrschaft in Gallien: Zur Kontinuität römischer Führungsschichten vom 4. bis 
zum 7. Jahrhundert. Soziale, prosopographische und bildungsgeschichtliche Aspekte (Munich: Artemis Verlag, 
1976); Simon Coates, “Venantius Fortunatus and the Image of Episcopal Authority in Late Antique and Early 
Merovingian Gaul,” English Historical Review 115 (2000), 1109-1137; Brian Brennan, “The Image of the 
Merovingian Bishop in the Poetry of Venantius Fortunatus,” Journal of Medieval History 18 (1992). 
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of Arles from purportedly pagan practices. Clare Stancliffe has discussed the difficulties a rural 
population posed to an urban-based church in a study of Gregory’s Touraine. The dispersal of the 
Gallic population into the countryside in the late fifth and sixth centuries made missionary efforts 
nearly impossible to manage from the bishops’ centralized locations in the cities.55 Stancliffe 
suggests that churches founded in the vici, governed by an archpriest and staffed with local 
priests, deacons and subdeacons, would have borne most of the burden of converting and 
ministering to the rural laity. These churches were numerous, at least in the Touraine: Stancliffe 
estimates that by the end of the fifth century “most people would have had a church within ten 
kilometres of their homes,” and in the sixth century yet more churches were built to 
accommodate the shift of the population from the river valleys into the plateaus.56 
Alongside geographical difficulties came the task of bridging the gap between the 
thought-world of the countryside and that of the literate, Romanized church hierarchy. This 
process, which Raymond Van Dam has dubbed “the assimilation of Christianity and society,” 
was primarily a fifth-century phenomenon –it was then, for example, that relic cults of local 
saints first became an indelible part of the Gallic landscape.57 How well-Christianized the Gallic 
population, particularly in the countryside, was by the time of Fortunatus’ arrival, however, has 
been a matter of debate. The evidence from Gregory and Fortunatus often can be read in 
contradictory ways. In the countless miracle stories of the saints that Gregory recorded, 
 
55 Brennan, “Bishop and Community,” 158. 
56 Clare Stancliffe, “From Town to Country: The Christianisation of the Touraine, 370-600,” in Derek Baker, ed., 
The Church in Town and Countryside (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1979), 50.  
57 Raymond Van Dam, Leadership and Community in Late Antique Gaul (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1985), 170. 
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Stancliffe saw an attempt to “wean” people “away from their pagan practices,”58 whereas Van 
Dam saw the relic cults as already central to the perpetuation of local communities’ values;59 
Yitzhak Hen has gone so far as to say that the Franks and Gallo-Romans were “already 
Christianized” only two generations after the Frankish conquest of Gaul.60 Those who argue for a 
still-pagan population in the late sixth century, however, tend to miss the fact that almost all of 
Gregory’s and Fortunatus’ references to pagan practices are either impossible to date or predate 
the time of writing by decades or centuries.61 Moreover, though Gregory records several 
instances of laypeople expressing doubt or irreverence towards his version of Christianity, these 
episodes tend to implicate only fairly narrow doctrinal precepts or the legitimacy of specific 
saints that Gregory venerated; rather than indicating a populace resistant to Christianity, they 
show indirectly how well it had received the basics of Christian doctrine.62 I will thus tend to 
follow the more maximalist interpretation of the Franks’ and Gallo-Romans’ conversion to 
Christianity at the time Fortunatus was active, and my analysis of the prose lives will corroborate 
this conclusion. 
Fortunatus’ Life and Career  
Venantius Fortunatus was born sometime between 530 and 540 in Venetia, near Treviso at 
Duplavis.63 In early adulthood he moved to Ravenna, where he received the classical education 
 
58 Stancliffe, “From Town to Country,” 56. 
59 Van Dam, Leadership and Community, 177 
60 Hen, Culture and Religion, 17.  
61 See Allen E. Jones, Social Mobility in Late Antique Gaul: Strategies and Opportunities for the Non-Elite 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 144 n.60; Greg.Tur. Mir.Andr. 25.  
62 Lisa Kaaren Bailey, Religious Worlds of the Laity in Late Antique Gaul (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 148-49. 
63 On the widely-varying proposed birth dates of Fortunatus, see Brian Brennan, “The Career of Venantius 
Fortunatus,” Traditio 41 (1985), 50. 
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in rhetoric customary for men of law and letters, but he appears to have always planned on a 
career as a professional poet, as evidenced by his early mastery of various poetic forms.64 For 
reasons that were probably mixed —namely, ambition for royal patronage and pilgrimage to the 
shrine of St. Martin— in early 566 Fortunatus left his native Italy for Gaul, where he 
immediately made a name for himself by composign and reciting an epithalamium at the 
wedding of King Sigibert (561-575)65 and princess Brunhild66 at the Austrasian court in Metz.67 
As a talented Latin poet steeped in the pagan and Christian classics, Fortunatus found a ready 
audience in the elite circles of Frankish Gaul, where romanitas was becoming an increasingly 
rare and valuable cultural commodity.68 His early poems show contacts with kings, bishops and 
court officials eager to patronize and lay claim to the prestige his talents afforded. Fortunatus left 
Sigibert’s kingdom within a year of the wedding, traveling to the court of Charibert (561-567)69 
at Paris where he may have hoped to find permanent employment.70 It was then that he probably 
first met Bishop Germanus of Paris, whose life he would write soon after the bishop’s death. 
After Charibert’s death in 567, Fortunatus continued his journey southward to Tours, where he 
was greeted by the city’s bishop, Eufronius (555-573)71, and then to Poitiers, where he met his 
 
64 Brennan, “Career of Venantius Fortunatus,” 52. 
65 On Sigibert, see PLRE 3B.1146-1148. 
66 On Brunhild, see PLRE 3A.248-251. 
67 Ven.Fort. Carm. 6.1. On the varying theories as to why Fortunatus left Italy, see Solange Quesnel, ed., Œvres, 4: 
La Vie de Saint Martin (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2002), viii. 
68 Judith George, Venantius Fortunatus: A Latin Poet in Merovingian Gaul (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 17. 
69 On Charibert, see PLRE 3A.283-284. 
70 Brennan, “Career of Venantius Fortunatus,” 60. 
71 On Eufronius, see PCBE 4.673-679. 
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first permanent source of literary patronage and sole female subject of the prose lives, Queen 
Radegund, founder of the Convent of the Holy Cross.72 
 It was also during his first months in Poitiers that Fortunatus’ career as a hagiographer in 
prose began. Sometime in 568 or early 569 the bishop of the city, Pascentius, commissioned the 
Vita and Liber de virtutibus of Hilary, his fourth-century predecessor as bishop of Poitiers.73 
Hilary was a staunch proponent of Nicene theology against the Homoian leanings of Constantius 
II (337-361),74 and in 356 at the Council of Béziers he was exiled to Phrygia for alleged political 
infidelity.75 While in exile, Hilary wrote for his fellow western bishops (who maintained 
communion with him, despite imperial censure) the treatise De trinitate libri XII, a subtle 
explication in Latin of the homoousian doctrine so hotly debated in Greek in previous, eastern 
councils.76 Because Pascentius died in 569, the two works devoted to Hilary must date to 568 or 
early 569.  
Fortunatus would remain attached to Poitiers for the rest of his life —first as an associate 
of Radegund’s convent and then as bishop— but he continued his travels throughout Gaul not 
long after first arriving there, journeying as far as Toulouse in the south and Avranches in the 
 
72 On Fortunatus’ and Radegund’s friendship, see Verena Epp, “Männerfreundschaft und Frauendienst bei Venantius 
Fortunatus,” in Thomas Kornbichler and Wolfgang Maaz, eds., Variationen der Liebe: Historische Psychologie der 
Geschlechterbeziehung (Tübingen: Ed. Diskord, 1995), 9-26; Hope Deejune Williard, “Friendship in the Works of 
Venantius Fortunatus” (PhD diss., University of Leeds, 2016), 161-175; Marta Cristiani, “Venanzio Fortunato e 
Radegonda: i margini oscuri di un’amicizia spirituale,” in Venanzio Fortunato e il suo tempo. Convegno 
internazionale di studio (Treviso, 2003),  117–131; Dom Jean Leclercq, “Relations entre Venance Fortunat et Sainte 
Radegonde,” in Edmond-René Labande and Pierre Riché, eds., La riche personnalité de Sainte Radegonde. 
Conférences et homélies prononcées à Poitiers à l'occasion du XIVe centenaire de sa mort (587 – 1987) (Poitiers, 
1988), 59–76. 
73 On Pascentius, see PCBE 4.1424-1425. 
74 On Constantius II, see PLRE 1.226. 
75 Hefele, Councils of the Church, vol. 2, 216. 
76 SC 433.1-3. 
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north; these journeys are difficult to date but were probably interspersed with extended stays in 
Poitiers.77 Sometime before 572, Fortunatus’ itinerary brought him to Angers, where he met the 
bishop of the city, Domitianus, who asked him to compose a life of his predecessor, Albinus.78 
Born around 470, Albinus was abbot of the monastery of Tincillac and, later, bishop of Angers 
from 529 until his death in 550. In the late 550s, his successor, bishop Eutropius, and Germanus 
of Paris moved his body to a newly-built church in the suburbs of Angers, where he was known 
to have performed miracles of healing.79 The dedicatory epistle to the Vita Albini indicates that 
Fortunatus did not begin this work until well after leaving Angers: he recalls his first meeting 
with Domitianus as if it were a somewhat distant memory (memini), and he expresses gratitude 
for a man the bishop had sent (to Poitiers?) with biographical information about the saint.80 
 In the late 560s and early 570s, Fortunatus formed some of the most long-lived 
relationships of his career. In 568 or 569, a visit to Bordeaux brought him into the company of 
the city’s bishop, Leontius II, for whom he would compose fourteen poems praising his building 
of churches, his villas and the good fortune of his episcopacy.81 With one poem, the abecedarian 
Carm. 1.16 Hymnus de Leontio episcopo, Fortunatus helped to shore up support for Leontius in 
the wake of an attempted coup.82 It may have been during his aforementioned visit to Tours that 
he first made the acquaintance of Gregory, who would succeed Eufronius as bishop of Tours in 
 
77 On these journeys, see Brennan, “Career of Venantius Fortunatus,” 65. 
78 On Domitianus, see PCBE 4.582-583. 
79 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 94.  
80 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 3. 
81 Ven.Fort. Carm. 1.6 and 1.8-20. On Leontius, see PCBE 4.1145-1149. 
82 Brennan, “Career of Venantius Fortunatus,” 63. 
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573. Gregory’s election appears to have been controversial, as he felt the need to win the support 
of Sigibert and Brunhild and was consecrated far from Tours in Reims by bishop Egidius.83 For 
his arrival at Tours, Fortunatus composed an adventus poem “to stimulate public enthusiasm and 
promote consensus in the city.”84 Gregory would become the most important patron of 
Fortunatus’ career. It was at his urging that the poet published his first collection of poems 
(Books 1-7) in 576, and around 574 he composed and dedicated to Gregory his four-book Vita 
Martini.85 In two poems, Fortunatus mentions Gregory’s gift of a villa near the Vienne, which he 
would periodically travel to from Poitiers to cultivate the land.86  
By the mid-570s, Fortunatus was well-established as an agent for Radegund’s convent, 
which, in the face of open hostility from the bishop of Poitiers, Maroveus, had to look far afield 
for episcopal legitimization and protection.87 Carm. 8.2 attests to the close friendship Fortunatus 
had formed with one of Radegund’s episcopal supporters, the aforementioned Germanus of 
Paris.88 Summoned to Paris by the bishop, Fortunatus is torn by competing desires to visit his 
“father” Germanus and to remain with his “mother” Radegund in Poitiers: “She is dearer to my 
soul, though to my happiness he too is dear; he is more distinguished in status, she is dearer to 
 
83 W.C. McDermott, “Felix of Nantes: A Merovingian Bishop,” Traditio 31 (1975), 15-17. 
84 Ven.Fort. Carm. 5.3; Brennan, “Career of Venantius Fortunatus,” 70-71. 
85 Ven.Fort. Carm. preface; Ven.Fort. VMartini, preface. 
86 Ven.Fort. Carm. 8.19-20; Brennan, “Career of Venantius Fortunatus,” 72. 
87 On Maroveus, see PCBE 4.1261-1264; on the rivalry between Maroveus and Radegund, see Jennifer C. Edwards, 
“Their Cross to Bear: Controversy and the Relic of the True Cross in Poitiers,” Essays in Medieval Studies 24 
(2007): 65-77; Erin T. Dailey, “Misremembering St. Radegund’s Foundation of Sainte-Croix in Poitiers,” in 
Benjamin Pohl, ed., Erfahren, Erzählen, Erinnern: Narrativ Konstruktionen von Gedächtnis und Generation in 
Antike und Mittelalter (Bamberg: University of Bamberg Press, 2012); Robert Mineau, “Un évêque de Poitiers au 
VIe siècle: Marovée,” Bulletin de la société des antiquaires de l’Ouest 11 (1972), 361-383. 
88 This pledge of support is attested in a letter preserved in Greg.Tur. Hist. 9.39. The date of the letter is uncertain, 
but it might be from the late 560s. See Van Dam, Saints and Their Miracles, 31 n.98. 
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my soul. One intent possesses them both as they journey with equal step; directed towards acts of 
holiness, one intent possesses them both.”89 This is one of two poems that allude to a visit (or 
multiple visits) to Paris in the early or mid-570s. In the other, App. 22, addressed to Radegund, 
Fortunatus mentions the recently-completed Vita Marcelli, which he had written on Germanus’ 
request. An obscure and semi-legendary saint, Marcellus was bishop of Paris from about 417 to 
his death in 436; he was most famous for having driven a raging dragon away from the city, 
perpetuating a trope earlier popularized in the west by the legend of St. Sylvester in Rome.90 
Marcellus was buried on a hill outside Paris, called “mons Cetarii” by the locals, where the 
Christian cemetery was, situated over the stream Bievram.91 Wolfgang Fels has perceptively 
noted that App. 22, and thus the vita, must have been composed in March or April, as indicated 
by references to planting vines and vegetables in the poem, but it is impossible to determine the 
year of composition. Fels assumes a date of 576, since Germanus died in May of that year, but 
there is no reason to suppose it could not have been one or two years earlier. 92 
In the passage quoted above, Paul the Deacon tells us that Fortunatus was made a priest 
at some point in his career, but the date of his ordination and the identity of the ordaining bishop 
have been the subjects of debate. Judith George, noting Paul’s use of novissime (“lastly”) in 
reference to the ordination, has opted for a rather late but uncertain date in the 580s or early 
 
89 Ven.Fort. Carm. 8.2: “Carior haec animo, quamquam sit et ille beato; clarior ille gradu, carior haec animo. Mens 
tenet una duos aequali calce viantes; ad pia tendentes mens tenet una duos.” 
90 Boninus Mombritius, Sanctuarium, seu Vitae Sanctorum, vol. 2 (Paris: Albert Fontemoing, 1910), 529; Jacques 
Le Goff, “Ecclesiastical Culture and Folklore in the Middle Ages: Saint Marcellus of Paris and the Dragon,” in 
Jacques Le Goff, Time, Work, and Culture in the Middle Ages, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1980), 159.  
91 AASS Nov. 1.261. 
92Wolfgang Fels, “Studien zu Venantius Fortunatus mit einer deutschen Übersetzung seiner metrischen Dichtungen” 
(PhD diss., Heidelberg University, 2006), 37. 
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590s.93 This date, however, relies on a somewhat hasty dismissal of multiple pieces of evidence 
for the more commonly-accepted date of 575 or 576.94 Even more difficult has been determining 
which bishop would have been in a position to make Fortunatus a priest. Maroveus of Poitiers, in 
whose jurisdiction Fortunatus lived, was notoriously hostile to the Holy Cross and has never 
been considered a serious candidate as his sponsor bishop. George has suggested Gregory of 
Tours, who stepped in to fill Maroveus’ rightful role for the Holy Cross on at least one 
occasion.95 
However, it might be that an often-overlooked comment by Fortunatus to his friend 
Gregory helps to resolve both problems. In Carm. 5.9, he responds to Gregory’s invitation to 
visit him in Tours: “But recently your brother in status, exerting pressure on me, forbade my 
journey, so that I could not hasten to you.”96 He proceeds to explain that he has made repeated 
requests to the unnamed bishop in person, via messenger and by letter. That a bishop could 
control Fortunatus’ movements in this way means that the poet must be a clergyman, most likely 
a priest, and the publication of Books 1-7 in 576 places his ordination in or before that year. 
Interestingly, moreover, the bishop most likely to have limited the poet’s contact with friends 
and to have conversed with him in person is Bishop Maroveus himself. We can only speculate as 
to why he would have chosen to ordain such a close friend of Radegund. Perhaps the 
arrangement was a trade-off for both parties. Whereas providing a local priest would have been 
 
93 George, A Latin Poet, 212-214.  
94 Quesnel, ed., Vie de Saint Martin, xi. 
95 Baud. VRadegundis 23. Gregory’s predecessor, Eufronius, also had to step in to install the relic of the true cross: 
Greg.Tur. Hist. 9.40. 
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essentially promoting the interests of the Holy Cross, this priest also would have been Maroveus’ 
one foothold of influence over the convent; likewise, for Fortunatus’ part, maybe his freedom to 
play a legitimate, pastoral role in the convent outweighed the freedom of movement given up at 
his ordination. 
Germanus died on 28 May, 576, and to him Fortunatus devoted his most voluminous and 
unusual vita. Consisting of over sixty miracle stories, the Vita Germani reads more like a miracle 
collection, such as the Liber of Hilary, than like a biography.97 Germanus was instrumental in the 
founding and continued protection of Radegund’s convent, and it was probably in their mutual 
capacities as supporters of the convent that he and Fortunatus first became acquainted. Through 
Germanus, Fortunatus formed strong connections with the church of Paris. In Carm. 2.9, a poem 
of praise to the Parisian clergy, Fortunatus celebrates Germanus as a modern-day Moses leading 
a “happy army” of priests and laypeople, and in Carm. 2.10 he commemorates King Childebert’s 
rebuilding of a Parisian cathedral.98 Fortunatus formed a particularly strong friendship with 
Ragnemod, whom he affectionately called “Rucco,” Germanus’ priest and successor as bishop of 
Paris.99 Since the Vita Germani lacks a dedicatory epistle, it cannot be confidently attributed to a 
particular literary patron; some scholars have presumed the composition to be entirely self-
motivated, while others have attributed it in part to the literary patronage of Ragnemod.100  
 Fortunatus’ activities in the 580s are much more difficult to trace than those of the late 
 
97 Gomez has suggested that this overabundance of miracles in the VGermani was, in part, an attempt to “canonize” 
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and ed., Venanzio Fortunato, Opere, vol. 1 (Aquileia: Città Nuova, 2001), 35. 
 22 
560s and early 570s. Whereas Books 8-11 and the Appendix of his poetry show his patronage 
network becoming increasingly centered in Poitiers and the Touraine in this decade, the poet 
continued to travel periodically and to maintain contacts as far afield as Burgundy and Mainz.101 
His poems also suggest, albeit by silence, a hiatus in his contact with Bordeaux between the late 
570s and 585, when Gundegisel102 succeeded Bertram as bishop of that city.103 As noted above, 
Fortunatus composed fourteen poems for Bertram’s predecessor, Leontius II, including the late 
bishop’s epitaph (Carm. 4.10); he also composed two poems, Carm. 3.17-18, in honor of 
Bertram, sometime before 576.104 Contact with Bordeaux does not resume until c. 585 with 
Carm. 7.25, in honor of Count Galactorius.105 As Koebner noted, it was probably this renewed 
contact with Bordeaux that precipitated the writing of the Vita Severini, most likely at the request 
of Gundegisel.106 Often conflated with St. Severinus of Cologne, Severinus was (in the Vita 
Severini) bishop of Trier in the early fifth century until he received a vision commanding him to 
travel west and take up the episcopacy of Bordeaux from the then-reigning bishop, Amandus. 
Little else is known about Severinus’ career, except that he was succeeded upon his death by the 
same Amandus who had held the see before him. The only two sources for his life, Fortunatus 
and Gregory of Tours, give no details on his episcopacy, preferring to highlight his miraculous 
 
101 Joseph Pucci, Venantius Fortunatus: Poems to Friends (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 2010), 
xxix. 
102 On Gundegisel, see PCBE 4.955-957. 
103 On Bertram, see PCBE 4.341-345. 
104 Brennan, “Bishop and Community,” 269, notes that Fortunatus does not mention any secular officials of 
Bordeaux during the episcopacies of Leontius II and Bertram.  
105 Ven.Fort. Carm. 7.25 makes reference to “Bishop Gundegisel.” On Galactorius, see PLRE 3A.501. 
106 Koebner, Venantius Fortunatus: Seine Persönlichkeit und seine Stellung, 111 n.1.  
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accession to the see of Bordeaux and the miracles he performed at his tomb.107  There is nothing 
in the Vita Severini itself that is useful for establishing its date, but we know that Gregory of 
Tours had only second-hand knowledge of it in 587; perhaps it had entered circulation not long 
before then. 
 While Fortunatus continued to enjoy the patronage of Gregory and other Gallic elites in 
the late 580s —even traveling with Gregory to Metz to visit Childebert II (575-595)108 in 588— 
the vast majority of the poems in Books 8-11 and the Appendix are addressed to Radegund and 
Agnes. These poems attest to an affectionate and easy-going relationship between the poet and 
the two nuns, referring often to gifts and jokes exchanged, longing from afar for their company 
and wishes for their advancement in the spiritual life. However, as George has observed, these 
poems also “give us a glimpse of the hard daily chores, the long bleak days of Lent, the colour 
and joy of Easter celebrations and other feasts, and the political strategems to secure the 
community’s status and contacts.”109 Though the poems offer few details about Fortunatus’ 
activities at the Holy Cross, they give the overall impression of a familiarity gained through 
years of service as priest and advocate.  
 Radegund died in August 587, and Fortunatus wrote her vita shortly thereafter. While 
much of the vita narrates details of her life with which he would have been well familiar —her 
pious childhood, her flight from Clothar I, her Lenten ascetic rigors, etc.— Fortunatus appears to 
have taken some time to collect miracle stories from others before sitting down to write. At the 
end of the vita he recounts the story of Domolenus, who, on the night Radegund died, received a 
 
107 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 44. 
108 On Childebert II, see PLRE 3.287-291. 
109 George, A Latin Poet, 176.  
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vision of her telling him to build an oratory to St. Martin on the buried foundations of a forgotten 
basilica.110 The Vita Radegundis was almost certainly completed before 589, however, since in it 
Fortunatus betrays no knowledge of the nuns’ revolt that rocked the convent that year.111  
The Vita Radegundis closed Fortunatus’ career as a prose hagiographer, and his literary 
career as a whole did not last long into the 590s. His latest datable poem is Carm. 10.14, which 
celebrates the ordination of Plato as bishop of Poitiers in 591.112 Plato’s episcopacy lasted only a 
few years, however, and Fortunatus himself was elected to replace him in the mid-590s.113 It is 
generally believed that Fortunatus gave up his literary career at this time. Like many events in 
his life, his death has proven difficult to date precisely; all that can be said with certainty is that 
he was still alive in 600 and was deceased by 609. 
Hagiography: A Problematic Literature 
 
Hagiography, especially from the early medieval period, has posed significant problems of 
interpretation since the Enlightenment. In the eighteenth century, David Hume114 and Edward 
Gibbon dismissed this vast body of literature as a symptom of post-Roman credulity and cultural 
degeneration.115 In their search for an “objective” account of history, Enlightenment intellectuals 
and rational-positivist historians of the nineteenth century naturally framed the miracles of the 
 
110 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 38. On Domolenus, see PCBE 4.593. 
111 Greg.Tur. Hist. 9.40. 
112 On Plato, see PCBE 4.1492-1493. 
113 Roberts, Humblest Sparrow, 6. 
114 David Hume, “The Natural History of Religion,” in T.H. Green and T.H. Grose, eds., Essays Moral, Political and 
Literary, vol. 2 (London: Longman, 1875), 334. 
115 Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vol. 3, ed. J.B. Bury (London: Methuen, 1909), 225. 
See also Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1981), 13-22.  
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saints as superfluous or deleterious to the historian’s craft. Scholars’ contempt for the lives of the 
saints receded little even as they became a major field of inquiry for philologists and historians in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The Jesuit scholar Hippolyte Delehaye, whose 
work forms the foundation of twentieth-century hagiology, was skeptical that hagiography — 
“embellished or distorted” as it was by the limited intellects of its writers and audience— could 
preserve genuine history.116 The overall fragmentary documentation for the early Middle Ages 
and the predominance of hagiography among the sources, however, obliged historians to distill 
bits of “reliable” information from the massive heap of miracle stories that confronted them. 
Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm Levison attempted this in their editions of the vitae in the MGH, but 
their methods did not yield a substantively new perspective on early medieval history. Krusch 
had hoped the vitae would help to establish a chronology for Merovingian Francia, and he grew 
frustrated when his material proved inadequate to the task.117 On occasion he dismissed 
hagiography as little more than “kirchliche Schwindelliteratur,” literature written by 
ecclesiastical con men to exploit the ignorant masses.118  
 Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment historians were concerned to glean datable 
biographical and historical events from vitae, and they found the derivative and miraculous 
nature of these stories particularly vexing to their project -of what use can a story be to the 
historian if the events are impossible and modeled on older, still impossible, events?  The scope 
of hagiological research began to widen in the 1930s, when social and economic historians 
recognized saints’ lives value as evidence for material culture, daily life and trade. Henri Pirenne 
 
116 Hippolyte Delehaye, The Legends of the Saints, trans. Donald Attwater (New York: Fordham University Press, 
1962), 16.   
117 Paul Fouracre, “Merovingian History and Merovingian Hagiography,” Past & Present 127 (1990), 5. 
118 Marc Van Uytfanghe, “Les avatars contemporains de l’hagiologie,” Francia 5 (1977), 647.  
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relied in part upon hagiography in his argument for continued trade activity in northern Europe 
during the early medieval period.119 Since then, historians have amassed a variety of approaches 
that, rather than mine the texts for facts, attempt to understand them individually as coherent 
witnesses to early medieval culture and society. One milestone in this shift was František Graus’ 
1965 study Volk, Herrscher und Heiliger im Reich der Merowinger, which used the conventional 
topoi and miraculous events of the vitae to gain insight into their religious, cultural and social 
contexts.120 Jacques Fontaine sought out intertextual echoes of late antique hagiography and the 
Bible in early medieval saints’ lives and demonstrated that hagiographers carefully crafted such 
borrowings to respond to contemporary religious and political concerns.121 Martin Heinzelmann 
has demonstrated the influence of ancient rhetorical and literary traditions on Merovingian 
hagiography.122 Marc Van Uytfanghe has drawn attention to the importance of hagiography in 
communicating religious values by examining early medieval hagiographers’ nuanced use of 
biblical typology and exegesis.123 Walter Berschin has studied late Roman passiones and early 
medieval saints’ lives from a literary-historical perspective, demonstrating the rhetorical 
 
119 On Pirenne’s use of hagiography, see Richard Hodges and David Whitehouse, Mohammed, Charlemagne, and 
the Origins of Europe (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1983), 5-6.  
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functions of their literary styles within their original cultural contexts.124 More recently, Giselle 
de Nie has made innovative use of modern anthropology and theoretical literature to uncover the 
role of psychosomatic phenomena in the perception and narration of miracles.125 
Since the 1970s, the use of literary analysis to arrive at ever deeper historical subtexts 
within early medieval hagiography has been a pioneering field of research as well as a perennial 
topic of debate. As scholars such as Fontaine and Uytfanghe have brought to light hagiography’s 
myriad borrowings from religious and secular traditions, historians have grown more sensitive to 
the polysemantic nature of early medieval literature and to the sophistication with which 
hagiographers deployed ostensibly rigid conventions. Some historians, such as A.J. Gurevich and 
Friedrich Lotter, have raised the prospect of constructing from the texts a semiotic system that 
will reveal new levels of meaning and thus arrive at something close to the real thought of the 
writers and audiences.126 Paul Fouracre, however, has cast doubt on the utility of deconstruction 
for such a fragmentary and derivative source base: “[Deconstruction] is in practice informed by 
an historical awareness of the world outside the text. If we cannot comprehend that world except 
in its basic outlines, and if we can grasp only elements of a range of possible meanings, then the 
technique cannot help us much.”127  
 
124 Walter Berschin, Biographie und Epochenstil im Lateinischen Mittelalter, vol. 1 (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann 
Verlag, 1986). 
125 Giselle de Nie, Views from a Many-Windowed Tower: Studies of Imagination in the Works of Gregory of Tours 
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Century Gaul (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003). 
126 A.J. Gurevich, Categories of Medieval Culture, trans. G.L. Campbell (London: Routledge, 1985), 2-23; Friedrich 
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127 Fouracre, “Merovingian Hagiography,” 7.     
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It would be impossible to develop a complete picture of hagiographers’ semiotic system, 
but historical study of this literature has continued to benefit from the methods and perspectives 
of literary studies, particularly the field of narratology. Alexandra Olsen, building upon the work 
of Charles W. Jones,128 indicated the direction of this research in a wide-ranging article on the 
generic study of hagiography:  
The only fruitful approach to hagiography is one which accepts the 
conventional and judges the merits of a particular work by its 
method of handling them. A successful hagiographic work has a 
controlled narrative structure, makes appropriate use of traditional 
imagery and themes, and enmeshes its polemical arguments within 
its narrative structure.129 
 
The search for embedded meanings within narrative structures and on multiple semantic registers 
has yielded promising results within the last decade. In her 2014 monograph, The Social Life of 
Hagiography in the Merovingian Kingdom, Jamie Kreiner examines the language, style and 
narrative structures of Merovingian vitae to argue that this literature played a central role in the 
formation of Frankish notions of order, justice and political legitimacy. She does this by paying 
close attention to the various cognitive levels at which this literature would have been 
experienced: “[T]he vitae communicated on a legal-moral level (to convince and legitimize), a 
memorable-neurological level (to keep an idea accessible and active in the mind once accepted), 
and a representational level (to create an imaginary that captivated).”130 She thus describes her 
source material as “both a window onto a world and a problem in itself.”131 Christa Gray has 
 
128 Charles W. Jones, Saints’ Lives and Chronicles in Early England (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1947). 
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drawn on Gérard Genette’s concepts of “mimetic” and “diegetic” narratorial modes to analyze 
Jerome’s presentation of saints Paul and Malchus in their respective lives.132 She demonstrates 
that close attention to the perspectives of various levels of narration in saints’ lives (that is, the 
words of the characters as distinct from those of the narrator, and vice versa) can yield insights 
on hagiographers’ assumptions and motives that are not directly accessible through a bare 
reading of their content.133    
Scholarship on the Fortunatan Prose Lives 
 
Despite the wide range of studies on Fortunatus’ poetry, the prose lives have received 
comparatively little sustained study as a body of work in their own right. Some scholars have 
examined Fortunatus’ idiosyncratic deployment of hagiographic commonplaces and the prose 
lives’ place in the larger development of hagiography from Late Antiquity to the early Middle 
Ages. Martin Heinzelmann has noted the precedent Fortunatus set for later Merovingian 
hagiography through his highly episodic presentation of the saints’ miracles.134 In an analysis of 
the Vita Radegundis and the lives’ epistolary prefaces, Oliver Ehlen has shown that Fortunatus 
cleverly adapted traditional hagiographic tropes to construct “argumentativ rhetorische 
Meisterleistungen” for the veneration of his protagonists.135 Salvatore Pricoco has examined the 
ways Fortunatus adapted his hagiographic style to an uneducated audience while also 
 
132 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980). 
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incorporating sophisticated literary techniques.136 In a study of the prose lives of Venantius 
Fortunatus and Gregory of Tours, John Kitchen has demonstrated how Fortunatus used the 
device of displacement —or the establishment of characters’ traits and identities through 
association with canonical tropes— to incorporate his saints into the tradition of martyr 
veneration. 
Most scholars, however, have focused on the lives’ role in contemporary politics and 
episcopal ideology, particularly their portrayal of the holy and powerful bishop and the ways this 
image legitimized the lives’ episcopal commissioners’ claims to authority. Antonella 
Degl’Innocenti has demonstrated that Fortunatus portrayed his episcopal saints as possessing not 
only supernatural power but also political power as prophetic voices of conscience against 
abuses of secular authority.137 Davide Fiocco has situated the prose lives within Fortunatus’ 
broader literary strategy of securing bishops’ autonomy as defensores civitatum by exalting their 
authority to both the people and the powerful.138 Simon Coates has described the lives as “a 
homogenous body of work united around the promotion of episcopal authority and power.”139  
 This bishop-centered line of inquiry has also characterized the two most extensive studies 
of the Fortunatan prose lives: Roger Collins’ 1981 article “Observations on the Form, Language, 
and Public of the Prose Biographies of Venantius Fortunatus” and Cécile Gomez’s 2012 
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dissertation “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales en prose de Venance Fortunat.”140 Collins 
provided valuable insights into the lives’ use of rustic language alongside classical rhetorical 
strategies, which he described as a “lingua mixta” intended to appeal to a wide cross-section of 
Gallic society. He attributed this attempt at broad appeal to the designs of Fortunatus’ episcopal 
commissioners, who “were watching over the conscious creation of precedent -precedent for a 
socio-religious and quasi-political system that united the populi around them as leaders.”141 
Gomez takes the episcopal affiliation of the lives as her starting point in her lengthy study of the 
lives of Germanus, Marcellus, Albinus and Hilary. Though a valuable work of synthesis, Gomez’ 
study is beset by arbitrary analytical choices and a lack of engagement with existing scholarship. 
Most of her conclusions, in fact, seem to derive more from inference than from corroboration 
from scholarly and primary sources.142 
Recent Developments and the Approach of this Study 
 
In the past ten years, historians of Late Antiquity have become interested in the religiosity of the 
laity, and they have increasingly incorporated literary-historical approaches to narrative texts to 
study this and other topics. In her study of the Eusebius Gallicanus sermon collection, Lisa 
Kaaren Bailey has argued that, far from being passive recipients of instruction and the 
sacraments, the sermons’ lay audience was encouraged by preachers “to judge and punish 
themselves.” This preaching “emphasized the role of individuals in ensuring their own salvation 
and appeared to limit clerical control over the penitential process.”143 In her aforementioned 
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study of the prose lives, Gomez has also noted the function of hagiography in fostering 
laypeople’s relationships with the saints at the personal, not just communal, level. The 
contributions of Jamie Kreiner and Christa Gray to historical interpretation of hagiography have 
already been noted. Finally, Michael Lapidge’s recently-published translation of late Roman 
passiones, so beloved by the laity but under-utilized by modern historians, also indicates a new 
direction in the field toward the lay and the literary.144  
 This dissertation will build upon recent research on the laity and hagiography by 
analyzing the Fortunatan prose lives with an eye toward their pastoral aspirations, their 
performative contexts and their resonances with contemporary pastoral and theological thought. 
It will frame these works not merely as evidence for religious beliefs but more importantly as 
artifacts of religious practice. Since Fortunatus crafted the prose lives for recitation to the faithful 
in the mass, these works offer an unparalleled opportunity to examine the roles hagiography 
could play in the formation of a pious Christian laity. This study will show that, though the lives 
certainly reflect bishops’ aspirations for the laity’s pastoral care, they also attest to a laity deeply 
interested in forming its own style of religiosity, informed by the saints, the liturgy and formal 
asceticism. Thus, it will corroborate recent research suggesting that pastoral care was not a 
purely top-down affair but a process of negotiation and collaboration between lay and clerical 
interests; it will also show how hagiography could promote the convergence of these interests by 
providing models of lay penitence and informal asceticism. 
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To access these phenomena, this study will examine stories in the lives that embed 
particularly rich pastoral messages within their narrative structures and in their deployment of 
religious images and tropes. The analysis will be concerned, then, to explore the range of 
semiotic associations evoked by the lives’ characters, images, literary allusions and other 
features to construct a picture of how the laity understood, used and influenced the Christian 
culture of which they were a part. Fouracre’s skepticism of deconstruction notwithstanding, 
modern historians and philologists do have a strong grasp of late antique people’s highly 
analogical mode of thought and of the range of semiotic associations that certain words and 
images could bear. Constructing a complete semiotic system with the surviving sources is 
impossible, but fortunately it is unnecessary when dealing with a cultural milieu so reliant on 
convention, borrowing and allusion. The surviving evidence is more than sufficient to inform us 
on how Fortunatus’ narratives would have proven useful to homilists and lay hearers and readers 
alike.  
 The analysis, then, will rely on close readings of the lives’ miracle stories at both the 
structural and semantic level. At the structural level it will consider, for example, which elements 
of the narratives Fortunatus dwells on at length and where and how his narrator’s voice 
intervenes in the narratives. This mode of analysis will be particularly useful when considering 
the stories’ rhetorical impact as they were read aloud to the faithful. On the semantic level, this 
study will consider events and images in the lives in light of known themes of Fortunatus’ 
thought and of contemporary pastoral care. These themes will be drawn from the Bible, 
homiletics, the liturgy, saints’ lives and other sources that were part and parcel of the lay 
Christian experience in sixth-century Gaul. By exploring these associations, this study will 
delineate a certain range of ideas and issues that the prose lives could have been used to address 
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in the communities in which they were read, thereby forming a tentative picture of the ways 
hagiographical narratives were expected to inform the laity’s behavior and beliefs. 
 Chapter 1 will lay a foundation for the following chapters by examining the use of 
hagiography in the Gallic mass and the ways Fortunatus adapted his narratives to facilitate their 
oratorical performance. It will show that he incorporated certain rhetorical techniques, such as 
abbreviation and amplification, with the particular goal of rendering his stories memorable and 
pastorally significant to the audience. Chapter 2 will discuss Fortunatus’ soteriology —or his 
conception of the effects of sin and the nature of the soul’s salvation— as portrayed in the lives. 
This chapter will examine the lives’ dynamics of punishment and absolution as well as positive 
examples of lay piety. It will also demonstrate that the narratives’ treatment of salvation in 
several contexts derives from Fortunatus’ strongly Augustinian theology of grace and free will. 
Chapter 3 will take a step into the social world of the laity by examining the lives’ treatment of 
religious outsiders, namely, Jews, heretics and pagans. It will demonstrate that such figures took 
on different valences depending on their actual presence in contemporary society. Thus 
Fortunatus presents Jews, who had a real presence in Gaul, as posing genuine social problems 
that required bishops’ intervention, whereas he frames quickly-disappearing pagans as analogues 
for states of sin or damnation. Chapter 4 will discuss the role of women in the lives, in particular 
the pastoral significance of the life of Radegund. This chapter will argue that Fortunatus 
perpetuated misogynist stereotypes and biases but also sought new ways to legitimize female 
religiosity at a time when it was coming under increasing suspicion by a male church hierarchy. 
It will also show, interestingly, that Fortunatus used the secular and monastic life experiences of 
Radegund to construct a saintly example of both women’s and general lay piety. A conclusion 
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will synthesize the study’s findings and form a profile of Fortunatus’ personality as a provider of 
pastoral care.  
In pursuing its analysis, this study will demonstrate that Fortunatus deployed a coherent 
set of pastoral strategies and through them conveyed a distinctive theory of salvation tailored to 
the needs of the laity. Scholarship has yet to acknowledge this side of his thought and career, but 
in some ways it should be no surprise. He was a highly talented writer skilled at adapting his 
works to appeal to his audience, and he well understood the protocols of oratorical performance. 
That his prose saints’ lives should offer a window into the role of hagiography in the formation 
of lay religiosity is only reasonable. In other ways, however, this study will explore a side of 
Fortunatus that his poetry only vaguely betrays and that has only recently come to light: 
Fortunatus as the serious theological thinker. It is hoped that this study will advance research not 















THE STYLE OF THE FORTUNATAN PROSE LIVES 
Introduction 
The majority of late antique people who learned of Fortunatus’ saints would have done so by 
hearing the reading of the life, or sections of it, by a bishop or priest as part of the liturgy. Thus, 
if we are to understand the pastoral function of the lives, then we must think of them not as 
purely literary works but as components of the larger, public performance of the mass.1 This 
chapter will demonstrate that Fortunatus tailored the prose lives to meet the demands of this 
performance, which entailed delivering a recitation that was not only pleasant but also morally 
and spiritually edifying. The analysis will take place in multiple stages. After briefly discussing 
the development of hagiographical performance in Late Antiquity, I will examine Fortunatus’ 
process of hagiographical composition as evidenced in his verse life of St. Martin and some 
small clues in the prose lives. I will then discuss Fortunatus’ concept of the function of 
hagiography as evidenced in the prose lives, which I will argue involved fostering a mutually-
reinforcing relationship between oral and written circulation of the miracle stories. I will then 
analyze the prose lives’ style, starting with the composition of large units, such as episodes, and 
working down to more minute units such as clausulae. In the course of this discussion I will 
highlight several rhetorical strategies that Fortunatus used to make his stories more memorable 
and didactic, such as rhyme and amplification. 
 
1 On the development of the Gallican mass, see Matthieu Smyth, La liturgie oubliée. La prière eucharistique en 
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(Paris: Gabalda, 1919), 245-290; Jean-Baptiste Thibaut, L’ancienne liturgie gallicane (Paris: Bonne presse, 1929); 




The New Public of Latin Hagiography 
Though the public reading of passiones on the martyrs’ feast days is attested in the Greek-
speaking church as early as the second century,2 the practice did not gain wide acceptance in the 
Latin church until the late fourth and fifth centuries.3 We can see the early stages of the process 
of incorporating hagiographical narratives into the festal liturgy, and perhaps even the regular, 
non-festal mass, in the North African cult of Stephen the Protomartyr, whose miracula Evodius 
of Uzalis4 and Augustine of Hippo5 read aloud as a prelude to their homilies. Evidence of public 
readings in Gaul emerges as early as the 430s with Hilary of Arles’ Sermo de vita Honorati, but 
the audience of such readings appears to have been limited to highly educated Romans until the 
late fifth or early sixth century.6 
Attempts to trace the reading of saints’ lives to the universus populus prior to the sixth 
century in Gaul have met with consistent skepticism. E. Griffe believed he found evidence for 
this practice in fifth-century Toulouse in the Passio Saturnini (BHL 7495), but de Gaiffier 
 
2 See the eucharistic prayer in Martyrium Polycarpi 14, LCL 24.369; Nienke Vos, “Communion of Saints: The 
Function of Liturgical Scenes in Hagiographic Texts,” in Paul van Geest, Marcel Poorthuis and Els Rose, eds., 
Sanctifying Texts, Transforming Rituals: Encounters in Liturgical Studies (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 44; Gerd 
Buschmann, Das Martyrium des Polykarp übersetzt und erklärt (Göttingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1998), 267; 
Henry Y. Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A History of Early Christian Texts (New Haven, CT: 
New Haven University Press, 1995), 218. 
3 Marc Van Uytfanghe, “L’Hagiographie Antique Tardive: une Littérature Populaire?” Antiquité Tardive 9 (2002), 
201-218. 
4 De miraculis s. Stephani, praef., PL 41.833: “Quaeso autem vos omnes, quotquot haec audire vel legere pie ac 
religiose volueritis.”; see David L. Riggs, “Apologetic Performance and Saint Stephen as Civic Patron in Late 
Roman North Africa,” Studia Patristica 44: Papers presented at the Fifteenth International Conference on Patristic 
Studies held in Oxford 2007, ed. J Baun, A. Cameron, et. al. (Lueven: Peeters, 2010), 105-110. 
5 See Aug.Hipp. Serm. 316.1, PL 38.1431: “Martyr Stephanus iam sermone suo saginavit nos: sed post illam 
saginam appono vobis de sermone ministerii mei quasi secundam mensam.” 
6 PL 50.1249-1271; Marc Van Uytfanghe, “L’Audience de l’hagiographie au VIe siècle en Gaule,” in Étienne 
Renard, Michel Trigalet, Xavier Hermand and Paul Bertrand, eds., “Scribere sanctorum gesta”: Recueil d’études 
d’hagiographie médiévale offert à Guy Philippart (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005), 177. 
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correctly noted that the language in the prologue suggesting a public reading is rather vague. 
Similarly, Pierre Riché saw the transition to a simpler, more “popular” style taking place in the 
late fifth century with Verus’ Vita Eutropii and Constantius’ Vita Germani, citing the authors’ 
own prefatory promises to write in such a style.7 Heinzelmann and Gustave Bardy, however, 
have questioned the significance of this, noting that such statements are conventional even in 
high-brow literature.8  
The earliest firm evidence of truly public readings of saints’ lives in Gaul does not appear 
until 515 with a sermon of Avitus of Vienne, who refers to the “solemn custom” of reciting the 
saint’s passio on his or her feast day —in this case, that of the martyrs of Agaune— and offers a 
summary of the story: 
According to solemn custom, the order of the passion [just] read has unfolded the 
praise of the happy army, among whose most blessed company no one perished, 
though no one escaped, when justice as if of a lot decreed the unjust death of the 
holy martyrs, so that once it had been twice dispersed over the gentle battle-line, 
fruit might grow one hundredfold through those decimated, and as hate made the 
recommendation to good effect, men might be chosen one by one until the elect 
were all gathered at once. 
 
Praeconium felicis exercitus, in cuius congregatione beatissima nemo perit, dum 
nullus evasit, cum iniustam sanctorum martyrum mortem quasi sortis iustitia 
iudicarit, qua bis super aciem dispersa mansuetam centuplex decimatis fructus 
adcresceret et odio in prosperum subfragante eatenus eligerentur singuli, donec 




7 Riché, Education and Culture in the Barbarian West, Sixth through Eighth Centuries, trans. John J. Contreni 
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1976), 91. 
8 See E. Griffe, “Aux origines de la liturgie gallicane,” Bulletin de littérature ecclésiastique 52 (1951), 34; Baudouin 
de Gaiffier, “La lecture des actes des martyrs dans la prière liturgique en Occident,” Analecta Bollandiana 72 
(1954), 145; Martin Heinzelmann, “Neue Aspekte der biographischen und hagiographischen Literatur in der 
Lateinischen Welt (1.-6. Jahrhundert),” Francia 1 (1973), 41; and Gustave Bardy, “Constance de Lyon, biographe 
de saint Germain d’Auxerre,” in G. Plinval, ed., Saint Germain d’Auxerre et son temps, Congrès du XVe Centenaire 
de la mort de Saint Germain d’Auxerre (Auxerre, 1950), 96. 
9 Avit.Vien. Serm. 25, MGH AA 6.2.145-146. This translation is from Avitus of Vienne: Selected Letters and Prose, 
ed. and trans. Danuta Shanzer and Ian Wood, 379. 
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An undated sermon of Caesarius of Arles attests that these readings could be fairly long, taxing 
the bodies of the infirm as they stood during the service:  
A few days ago I gave you some advice with paternal anxiety and devotion, 
because of those whose feet hurt them or those who suffer some physical ailment. 
In a way I asked that, when long passiones or at least somewhat long lessons are 
read, those who cannot stand should sit down in humility and silence, and listen 
attentively to what is read. 
 
Ante aliquot dies propter eos, qui aut pedes dolent, aut aliqua corporis 
inaequalitate laborant, paterna pietate sollicitus consilium dedi et quodam modo 
supplicavi, ut quando aut passiones prolixae, aut certe aliquae lectiones longiores 
leguntur, qui stare non possunt, humiliter et cum silentio sedentes, adtentis 
auribus audiant quae leguntur.10 
 
These indirect statements by influential bishops portend some major shifts in Gallic 
hagiography and its public that first come into full view with the Fortunatan prose lives 
themselves. By the mid-sixth century, the figure of the monk-bishop modeled on Martin of Tours 
had supplanted the martyr as the premier model of holiness in Gaul. Along with this new subject 
matter came new modes of expression: whereas Hilary of Arles had chosen to praise Honoratus 
in a prolix sermo, Fortunatus and Gregory of Tours prized brevitas and a simplicity of expression 
that embraced a wide public. Collins has seen these two developments as interrelated and 
intentional on the part of Gallic bishops:  
Fortunatus reveals how anxious bishops like Domitian and Pascentius were to 
present themselves as the direct heirs of their glorious predecessors —responsible 
for having commissioned the publication of their vitae— and to rally the entire 




10 Caes.Arel. Serm. 78.1, CCL 103.425-428; de Gaiffier, “La lecture des Actes,” 145. Mueller translates passiones 
prolixae as referring to the prolonged suffering of the audience. I have revised her translation to reflect de Gaiffier’s 
interpretation of this as referring to martyrs’ passiones. 
11 Collins, “Observations,” 108.  
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Indeed, Fortunatus is among the first Gallic hagiographers to refer to his audience solely as 
audientes, never as legentes.12 This new, adamantly “popular” orientation is confirmed by the 
slightly later Vita Maximi and Vita Marii by Dynamius of Marseilles. In the former —a revision 
of a previous life of Maximus of Riez by his successor Faustus— Dynamius makes mention of 
the many readings of Faustus’ work which bored the audience,13 and the Vita Marii contains an 
interesting interpolation showing where a gospel reading was used as a transition between the 
saint’s earthly and posthumous miracles: “Lectio sancti Evangelii secundum Mattheum.”14 
 The earliest surviving missals and lectionaries from Gaul indicate that the reading of the 
saint’s life was an integral part of the mass on his or her feast day. The Missale Gothicum 
contains prayers for masses on the feasts of about twenty-three saints or groups of saints, almost 
all martyrs. Though some of these prayers give only superficial treatment to the saint’s 
biography, others, as Els Rose has noted, would have been incomprehensible without knowledge 
of the passio.15 The clearest example of this is the mass for St. Symphorian, which mentions in 
the immolatio his unnamed mother and his godfathers, Andochius and Benignus, who play a 
significant role in his passio by Eufronius of Autun and its sixth-century recension:  
Resplendent through a favorable descent, he is raised up to the eminence of 
favorable martyrdom, who followed the blessed fathers Andochius and Benignus, 
elected to reach the palm through the glow of martyrdom. While he followed the 
torment of the present things, he completed instruction in future things, and, 




12 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 1 (1); Ven.Fort. VAlbini 1. See Collins, “Observations,” 107. 
13 Dyn.Mass. VMaximi 1: “quae quotiens audientibus fecerit dudum lecta fastidium.” 
14 Dyn.Mass. VMarii 3.12; Collins, “Observations,” 107. 
15 Els Rose, “Liturgical Commemoration of the Saints in the Missale Gothicum (Vat.Reg.Lat. 317),” Vigiliae 
Christianae 58 (2004), 91. 
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Et fausti fulgidus genere fausto martyrii levatur in culmine qui beatos patres 
Andochium Benignumque secutur per martyrii flagrantiam electus pervenit ad 
palmam. Qui dum adflictionem sequitur praesentium instructionem effecit 
posterorum et materno conloquio pietate transfertur ad praemium.16 
 
The liturgist’s assumption that the audience would have comprehended these very specific 
references corroborates what Pseudo-Germanus of Paris tells us about the mass around the year 
600,17 namely, that the saints’ gesta were included in lieu of the Old Testament reading on their 
feast days.18 
 To close this section, it should be noted that the emergence of public readings to the 
Gallic laity need not imply any serious deterioration in the population’s literacy or in the private 
reading of saints’ lives by laypeople. Though the demise of Roman governance in Gaul obviated 
the need for a large corps of literate bureaucrats, the Merovingian government still required, on a 
smaller scale, the same literate skills that had sustained its predecessor, and members of the 
upper classes continued to be trained in these skills in Gallic schools, whether secular or 
episcopal.19 Bishop Desiderius of Cahors (630-655) was fully educated in grammar and Roman 
 
16 MGoth 61.418; AASS Aug. 4.493-494; Rose, “Liturgical Commemoration of the Saints,” 91. This translation is 
from Missale Gothicum, e Codice Vaticano Reginensi Latino 317 Editum, translated and edited by Els Rose 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2017). 
17 In this dating I follow the arguments of Anders Ekenberg and James W. McKinnon. See Anders Ekenberg, 
“Germanus oder Pseudo-Germanus?,” Archiv für Liturgiewissenschaft 35 (1993), 135-139; and James W. 
McKinnon, The Advent Project: The Later-Seventh-Century Creation of the Roman Mass Proper (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000), 69-70. 
18 Ps.-Germ.Paris. Expositio brevis antiquae liturgiae gallicanae 1.7b; de Gaiffier, “La lecture des Actes,” 148.  
19 Whether secular schools continued to operate in sixth-century Gaul has been a matter of debate. Marrou held that 
they mostly disappeared, leaving the task of producing literate bureaucrats to the purely religious instruction of 
episcopal or parish schools. Mathisen, however, has demonstrated that secular subjects continued to be taught in 
ostensibly “religious” schools and suggested that the distinction between “religious” and “secular” schools was not 
clear-cut. See Henri-Irénée Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity, trans. George Lamb (New York: New 
American Library, 1964), 446-447; and Ralph W. Mathisen, “Bishops, Barbarians, and the ‘Dark Ages’: The Fate of 
Late Roman Educational Institutions in Late Antique Gaul,” in Ronald B. Begley and Joseph W. Koterski, eds., 
Medieval Education (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 3-19. See also Peter Heather, “Literacy and 
Power in the Migration Period,” in Alan K. Bowman and Greg Woolf, eds., Literacy and Power in the Ancient 
World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 177-197. 
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law before becoming royal treasurer at the court of Clothar II (613-620).20 That the humbler, lay 
classes also received some education in letters is suggested by a comment of Caesarius of Arles 
about illiterate merchants who hired clerks to keep their accounts -these merchants were 
apparently the exception.21 Finally, bishops Gregory of Tours and Aegidius of Rheims appear to 
have employed lay, professional scribes from the servant class.22 
 Evidence of lay, semi-private reading of saints’ lives survives in a fascinating anecdote 
about the tomb of the martyr Patroclus from Gregory of Tours’ Gloria martyrum:  
The martyr Patroclus is said to have been buried in Troyes. By his many miracles 
he often shows that he is a friend of God. Over his tomb was a small oratory 
where only one cleric served. The men of that region showed little respect for the 
martyr, because no account of his suffering was at hand.  For it was the custom of 
untutored men to venerate more carefully those saints of God whose struggles 
they could read about. Then a man arrived from a long journey and brought a 
small book [with an account] of Patroclus’ struggle. He presented this book for 
the lector, who I said served at this shrine, to read. 
 
Patroclus quoque martyr, qui apud urbem Tricasinorum sepultus habetur, saepius 
se amicum Dei virtutibus multis ostendit. Erat enim super eum parvolum 
oratorium, in quo unus tantum clericus serviebat. Loci enim homines parvum 
exhibebant martyri famulatum, pro eo quod historia passionis eius non haberetur 
in promtu. Mos namque erat hominum rusticorum, ut sanctos Dei, quorum agones 
relegunt, attentius venerentur. Quidam igitur de longinquo itinere veniens, 
libellum huius certaminis detulit, lectori, quem in ipso loco servire diximus, 
prodidit ad legendum.23 
 
 
20 VDesiderii 1 (1); J.W. Thompson, The Literacy of the Laity in the Middle Ages (New York: Burt Franklin, 1963), 
7; Ralph W. Mathisen, “Desiderius of Cahors, Last of the Romans,” in Steffen Diefenbach and Gernot Michael 
Müller, eds., Gallien in Spätantike und Frühmittelalter: Kulturgeschichte einer Region (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2013), 
455-469. 
21 Caes.Arel. Serm. 6.2, CCL 103.31-32; Thompson, Literacy of the Laity, 9. 
22 Greg.Tur. LVMartini 4.10; Idem. Hist. 10.19; Thompson, Literacy of the Laity, 8. 
23 Greg.Tur. Glor.mart. 63. All translations of this text, unless otherwise noted, are from Raymond Van Dam, trans. 
Gregory of Tours: Glory of the Martyrs (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2004). 
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It was apparently widely understood that a copy of the saint’s gesta for reading by the laity was 
indispensable to a well-stocked shrine. Thus, though the following discussion will focus on the 
performance of the saint’s life in the mass, this phenomenon should be understood as just one 
among multiple means by which the stories of the saints circulated in Gallic society. 
Fortunatus as Hagiographer 
 
Fortunatus wrote hagiography, like much of his poetry, primarily at the request of literary 
patrons. In this regard he represents a certain shift in hagiographical composition: whereas 
previously it was customary for a close associate of the saint to write the vita, in the sixth century 
the task fell to men of letters who would compose using biographical material provided by 
associates.24 Fortunatus knew only two of his hagiographical subjects —Germanus and 
Radegund— personally, and theirs are the only lives that appear to have been written entirely on 
Fortunatus’ initiative. Interestingly, however, even these saints he writes about as though they 
were total strangers. One could hardly guess from the Vita Radegundis that its author had been a 
close associate of the saint for almost the last twenty years of her life. Perhaps the audience of 
hagiography, encompassing a broader cross-section of society than previously, expected a certain 
objectivity of hagiographers, or perhaps the author’s social connections ceased to be an asset in 
the now more popular literary ethos.25 
 Besides the prose lives, Fortunatus wrote four hagiographical works in verse: Carm. 1.5, 
a titulus to be inscribed near St. Martin’s cell in Tours; Carm. 2.16, a poem celebrating the 
consecration of a church of St. Medard; Carm. 10.6, a series of tituli to adorn paintings of scenes 
 
24 Berschin, Biographie und Epochenstil, 1.280.  
25 Ehlen, Venantius-Interpretationen, 117, argues that bishops commissioned Fortunatus to write the prose lives in 
part to appear more objective with respect to the saints. 
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from the life of St. Martin in the newly-rebuilt cathedral at Tours; and the Vita sancti Martini, a 
four-book versification of Sulpicius Severus’ works on Martin. As an extended adaptation of a 
known hypotext, this last work is the most useful to examine for Fortunatus’ hagiographical 
process, which will inform the discussion of the prose lives’ composition later in this chapter.  
 As indicated by the prologue and a letter of dedication that survives in one manuscript, 
the Vita Martini was sponsored by Agnes and Radegund and dedicated to Gregory as Martin’s 
successor as bishop of Tours. The dedication to Gregory and a mention of Germanus as the still-
reigning bishop of Paris place the vita’s composition between 573 and 576. It is based entirely on 
the works of Sulpicius, though Fortunatus seems to have known the verse life of Martin by 
Paulinus of Périgueux.26 Books 1 and 2 correspond to Sulpicius’ prose life of Martin (BHL 
5610), and books 3 and 4 correspond to books 2 and 3 of the Dialogi (BHL 5615-16). Certain 
points of comparison with Paulinus’ version —for example, the much greater prevalence of 
exclamations and rhetorical questions in the former— suggest that Fortunatus’ hagiographical 
epic was composed for a much more restricted, elite audience.27 As will be seen, however, many 
of the stylistic features that endeared the Vita Martini to cultivated ears also appear throughout 
the prose lives. For the purposes of this study, the most important of these features are 1) 
abbreviated narratives, 2) the use of sententiae with paradox and antithesis and 3) amplification 
of healing miracles. 
 Sulpicius’ narratives are detailed, consisting of multiple actions by the saint and those 
around him that lead up to the climactic miracle; in Fortunatus, these narratives are greatly 
 
26 On Paulinus, see PCBE 4.1450-1452; on his hagiography, see Gerald Malsbary, “The Epic Hagiography of 
Paulinus of Perigueux” (Ph.D. diss., University of Toronto, 1987). 
27 Michael Roberts, “Venantius Fortunatus’s ‘Life of Saint Martin’,” Traditio 57 (2002), 145. 
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abbreviated, often reduced to a simple transformative gesture by the saint.28 For example, in his 
rendition of Martin’s confrontation with the ghost of a false martyr, he omits the actions the saint 
initially took with respect to the tomb and hastens directly from the description of the tomb to 
Martin’s decisive prayer:  
There was a place nearby, long of popular resort. 
Many years had passed, it had become ancient history, 
but story had it that there was the holy shrine of a martyr. 
The saint prayed on that tomb; a ghost sprang on the grave, 
speaking to him from the left, a creature of sinister status. 
Martin bid the vision confess its name and actions. 
He replied he was a robber, executed for his crime, 
and had nothing in common with the blessed martyrs: 
they enjoyed the victory palm, he was gripped by cruel pains. 
He was heard by everyone, but seen by Martin alone. 
In this way that superstitious cult was abolished, 
the altar was removed, the specter put to flight. 
 
Ergo aderat propius locus et celeberrimus olim. Ampla vetustatis cum tempora 
transiluissent, martyris esse pium spargebat opinio cultum. Quo sacer exorans 
tumulo, salit umbra sepulchrum, laeva ex parte loquens, meritis res ipsa sinistra. 
Imperat ut nomen fateatur imago vel actum. Latronem se voce refert, pro crimine 
caesum, nil cum martyribus sibi participare beatis, his quia palma manet, nam se 
male poena teneret, Omnibus auditur, Martino cernitur uni. Illa supersitio tali sub 
sorte vetatur; sic altar pariter removetur, larva fugatur.29 
 
Like many pericopes of the Vita Martini and the prose lives, Fortunatus reduces the story to a 
nearly instant change of a situation into its opposite (in this case, from ignorance to knowledge 
about the interred thief), precipitated by a single symbolic act of intervention by the saint.30 
 The way Fortunatus closes his shortened stories is also distinctive. Unlike Sulpicius, who 
simply brings narrative closure to the story, or Paulinus, who sometimes appends lengthy 
 
28 This emphasis on gesture probably reflects similar emphases in the visual arts. See Kurt Weitzmann, ed., Age of 
Spirituality: Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century (New York: Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, 1979), 500-501. 
29 Ven.Fort. VMartini 1.223-234. Translations of this text are from Roberts, “Fortunatus’s ‘Life of Saint Martin’.” 
30 Roberts, “Fortunatus’s ‘Life of Saint Martin’,” 146. 
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moralizing exclamations, Fortunatus closes with a one-line sententia that cleverly summarizes 
the story using antithesis or paradox. After Martin defeats a demon, for example, the poet 
concludes, “so fled the shade whom Christ overshadowed.”31 As Sylvie Labarre has observed, 
Fortunatus shows much of his virtuosity in these closing formulas. One of the more complex 
examples appears in the story of Martin’s conversion of a brigand who had taken him hostage, 
which ends with the quip “atque suus praedo Martini praeda fit ultro.” In addition to the 
conceptual antithesis between preying and being preyed upon, here Fortunatus exploits the 
paronomasis between praedo and praeda and frames Martin between them to accentuate the role 
reversal.32  
 Finally, at the same time that he abbreviates the scope of action in Sulpicius’ narratives, 
Fortunatus greatly amplifies certain components of them, most commonly the nearly instant 
healing that the saint effects through his miraculous gesture. For example, the story of Martin’s 
healing of the leper at the city gate of Paris, which comprises thirty-eight words in the prose 
original, expands to ninety-three in the verse adaptation: 
Then the saint, as he hastily entered the gate of Paris, 
met face to face a leper coming toward him, 
who was unlike himself, unrecognized even by himself, 
a man discolored by stains, bare of flesh, covered in ulcers, 
running with sores, frail of step, infirm of sight, rude in clothing, 
failing in mind, disfigured in face, crippled of foot, broken in voice:  
whiteness had clothed the wretch in an alien dress. 
Without notice the saint drew this man to his kisses 
and by embracing the man released him with a flood of healing. 
For as soon as it touched the spittle blessed by his mouth 
the burden of sickness fled the balm-bearing touch, 
the submerged shape returned, skin foreign before clothed his face, 
on the once disfigured brow the imprint returned to its rightful image 
 
31 Raymond Van Dam, “Images of Saint Martin in Late Roman and Early Merovingian Gaul,” Viator 19 (1988), 9. 
32 Sylvie Labarre, Le manteau partagé: Deux métamorphoses poétiques de la ‘Vie de saint Martin’ chez Paulin de 
Périgueux (Ve s.) et Venance (VIe s.) (Paris: Institut d’Études Augustiniennes, 1998), 140. 
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and the long destroyed pattern of the face was reinscribed. 
 
Inde Parisiacam sacer intrans concite portam obviat in faciem leprosum versus 
euntem, qui sibi dispar erat nec iam a se cognitus ibat, vir maculis varius, cute 
nudus, vulnere tectus, tabe fluens, gressu aeger, inops visu, asper amictu, mente 
hebes, ore putris, lacerus pede, voce refractus; induerat miserum peregrino 
tegmine pallor. Improvisus enim hunc sanctus ad oscula traxit adstringensque 
virum fuso medicamine laxat. Nam simul ut tetigit benedictas ore salivas, effugit 
unguiferum languoris sarcina tactum, mersa figura redit, faciem cutis advena 
vestit, ad speculum remeat peregrina fronte character et deleta diu rescribitur oris 
imago.33 
 
As seen in this pericope, which amplifies not only the healing but also the leprous man’s 
symptoms, this technique heightens the drama of the story and allows Fortunatus to incorporate 
edifying images of both bodily and spiritual renewal. 
 All of these strategies will emerge as important aspects of Fortunatus’ rhetorical-pastoral 
strategy in the prose lives. The prevalence of these features in both the verse and prose 
hagiography suggest that Fortunatus routinely adapted his source material to deploy the 
techniques he considered most effective for stirring the minds of his audience and, in the case of 
the prose lives, facilitating effective oral delivery. The following section will discuss internal 
evidence for this source material in the prose lives. 
Fortunatus’ Sources and Compilation Process 
 
Fortunatus’ sources for the prose lives are largely unknown. The only life with definite written 
sources is the Vita Hilarii, which relies heavily on Sulpicius Severus’ Chronicon and Vita 
Martini; Fortunatus’ additions to and deviations from these texts is discussed in detail in chapter 
3. Due to the more sustained narrative in Sulpicius’ historical writing, Fortunatus’ adaptation of 
this life is less rich in stylized endings and amplifications than the other lives. The accompanying 
 
33 Ven.Fort. VMartini 1.487-500. 
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Liber de virtutibus sancti Hilarii probably derives from a register of miracles kept at the saint’s 
tomb in Poitiers. 
 The Vita Germani presents several interesting questions about Fortunatus’ sources and 
compilation practices. Containing accounts of over sixty miracles that Germanus performed 
throughout western Gaul, this life is the product of an ambitious collection process. Moreover, 
considering the life’s completion soon after Germanus’ death, this collection was probably begun 
during the saint’s lifetime. The most likely source for most of these miracles is Germanus’ 
successor and Fortunatus’ close friend Ragnemod, who was a priest under Germanus and 
accompanied him on his travels.34 Unfortunately, however, Ragnemod left no surviving mark on 
the vita. He never appears as a witness to the miracles or as the life’s commissioner, although a 
dedicatory letter could have been lost early in its transmission. 
 Fortunatus provides the most detailed description of his sources and compilation process 
in a fascinating passage in the dedicatory letter to the Vita Albini. After recounting Domitianus’ 
initial request for a vita (see Appendix 4), he describes how he acquired the material to write it:  
A little later, a certain instigator of this matter, carrying out the commands of your 
blessedness, demanded that I do this urgently, if I at least agreed. And he added that he 
would tell me what he himself had learned concerning the deeds of the blessed holy man 
Albinus from a reliable source and that I would make it public with certainty. But he 
afflicted himself more severely with a mass of complaints, because despite a careful 
search for the truth he was not able to find out the details of those things which the 
aforementioned man had done in secret but were worthy of relating, and other things he 
remembered knowing had vanished from his memory. But for those things which he 
remembered clearly he provided to me people who confirmed his testimony, for certainly 
it is not permissible to doubt those things he did in the past, when today he performs the 
most brilliant deeds in all things. I congratulated the narrator, because this man grew up 
under your nourishment, and he accomplished quickly the things enjoined upon him and, 
due to his charm, suitably offered something of his own, and indeed he explained clearly 
what he himself had asked of others. 
 
 
34 Greg.Tur. LVMartini 2.12. 
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Huius rei inpulsor quidam postmodum mandata vestrae beatitudinis exequens a me si 
quidem annuerem inconperendinatim id fieri flagitavit. Illud vero adiciens, ut quae ipse 
de gestis sancti viri Albini iuxta fidem conpererat eo insinuante indubitabiliter 
propalarem, in hoc se magis querimoniarum mole conficiens, eo quod quae praedictus 
vir occulte quidem sed digna relatu gesserat per veritatis indaginem nec ad ea singula 
meruerit pervenire et aliqua se de cognitis memoraret a memoria abolevisse. In his autem 
qui meminit sine ambiguitate suo testimonio populum nobis attulit assentantem, cum 
certe de eius praeteritis dubitare non liceat qui operatur in singulis cotidie clariora. 
Congratulatus sum relatori, eo quod de vestris nutrimentis talis vir adoleverit, qui 
iniuncta sibi tam strenue peroraret et de proprio aliquid causa venustatis non 
inconpetenter offerret, immo dilucide ipse per se quod aliunde poposcerat explicaret.35 
 
Domitianus sent a man, probably a cleric, who had known Albinus and had pursued the religious 
life in the episcopal household of Angers. This man had his own memories of the saint to offer, 
but apparently he also surveyed his associates for information about Albinus before setting out 
for Poitiers. The ravages of time, however, had already taken its toll on his and others’ memory, 
as seen in his complaints that he had forgotten some stories that he once knew and had trouble 
finding out details about others.  
Though the compilation process behind most of the prose lives is ultimately 
unrecoverable, this passage gives a glimpse as to what it might have entailed. For recently-
deceased saints such as Paternus and Germanus, someone who knew the saint personally could 
have collected stories from other associates and brought them to Fortunatus along with his own 
first-hand memories of the saint. For more ancient saints, such as Marcellus and Severinus, 
Fortunatus could have relied on written sources, but it is also plausible that he was recording 
orally-transmitted legends, which also would have required a process of collection, on parchment 
for the first time. Regardless of the source, as will be seen, Fortunatus adapted his narratives 
according to the rhetorical strategies he used when versifying the Vita Martini. The remainder of 
 
35 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 2-3. 
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the chapter will examine how these strategies manifest themselves in the prose lives and how 
they functioned in the pastoral care of sixth-century Gaul. 
Orality and Memory in the Lives 
Before proceeding to examine the lives’ language and structure, it would be worthwhile to 
discuss Fortunatus’ expressed hope for the reception of these stories, in particular his conception 
of the role of memory and oral communication in their circulation. The remembrance of the 
saints’ miracles is an abiding concern throughout the lives. The epistolary prefaces make clear 
that Fortunatus sees the preservation of the miracles’ memory against the ravages of time as his 
primary role as hagiographer. In the Vita Albini, he laments “that those who flee the secular 
world are snatched away from the memory, and if certain things concerning the life of the most 
holy man are disregarded to be tied down in writing, they are quickly to fall.”36 Likewise in the 
Vita Marcelli he writes that “memory does not easily recall what the pileup of years has pilfered, 
because whatever is not fixed in books is carried away by the wind of oblivion.”37 The authorial 
interjections that form transitions between miracle stories also frequently evoke the lives’ 
commemorative function by telling the audience “it is worth the trouble to pass this down to 
memory”38 and “this thing is deservedly not robbed from the memory,” 39 and other exhortations 
to remembrance.  
 
36 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 2 (2): “Velociter fugienttes a saeculo memoriae subripi, et si de vita sanctissimi neglegantur 
aliqua cito lapsura litteris alligari, non facile rursus in animum recipi quod semel inceperit oblivione temporis 
invadente subduci.”  
37 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 2 (8): “Nec facile memoria recolit quod annositas numerosa fraudavit, quoniam quidquid in 
libris non figitur vento oblivionis aufertur.” 
38 Ven.Fort. VGermani 23 (68): “Est operae pretium illud memoriae tradere” 
39 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 17 (49): “Illud etiam merito memoriae non fraudatur.” 
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However, Fortunatus also celebrated the survival of the saints’ memory via oral tradition 
and expressed faith that his texts would perpetuate the oral circulation of their miracle stories.40 
“The praiseworthy deeds of religious men,” he writes in the preface to the Vita Paterni, “always 
stand before our eyes, even if they are not held fixed on pages, because outwardly he who excels 
in domestic accounts does not need a foreign witness.”41 Particularly instructive is the Vita 
Marcelli’s preface, in which Fortunatus uses a biblical allusion to convey his notion of the role 
of oral tradition in the saints’ memory:  
Added to the difficulty of an impeded talent is the fact that many things 
concerning the deeds of the most blessed Marcellus are to be observed, pilfered 
by the antiquity of the times, in fact memory does not easily recall what the long 
series of years has stolen, because whatever is not fixed in books is carried away 
by the wind of oblivion. To be sure, a few things concerning his happy acts have 
been transmitted down to our time by a living tradition, lest that which his 
admirers seek in later times perish completely, because even if his holy limbs 
have been long buried in the tomb, nevertheless his miracles are not -miracles 
which are all the brighter for having deserved to live in the memory unwritten, 
because although they are not fixed on the page, they are fixed on the parchment 
of the heart. 
 
Accedit etiam ad difficultatem ingenii inpediti res altera, quod de actibus 
beatissimi Marcelli plurima sunt invisenda, temporum vetustate subrepta, nec 
facile memoria recolit quod annositas numerosa fraudavit, quoniam quidquid in 
libris non figitur vento oblivionis aufertur. Pauca quidem de eius gestis felicibus 
sunt ad nostra tempora relatione vivente perducta, ne in totum quod sui amatores 
in posterum quaererent deperiret, quia etsi sancta membra iam dudum sepulchro 
sunt condita, non tamen miracula sunt sepulta, quae tanto clariora sunt quanto 
plus memoria vivere meruere non scripta, quoniam licet non tenerentur in pagina, 
fixa sunt in cordis membrana.42 
 
 
40 See Van Dam, “Images of Saint Martin,” 17. 
41 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 2 (7): “Religiosorum gesta praedicabilia . . . semper adsistunt oculis, etsi non adfixa teneantur 
in paginis, quoniam extrinsecus advena teste non indiget qui domesticae gloriae documentis excellit.” cf. Idem. 
VAlbini 13 (36). 
42 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 2 (8-9). 
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Though preserving stories of the saints in ink and parchment is the surest way to perpetuate their 
memory to future generations, it is possible and ultimately most desirable for them to survive by 
stirring the minds of the faithful toward greater devotion to the saint. The image used to convey 
this —that of God’s law being inscribed on the hearts of pious persons— originated in Jeremiah 
31:3343 and entered the Christian tradition through Paul’s defense of Gentile membership in the 
early church in Romans 2.15.44 Late antique preachers like Caesarius of Arles used the image to 
encourage memorization of scripture and the creed: “A creed is not only written on tablets, 
dearly beloved, but is kept in memory in the heart, and for this reason it is helpful to repeat what 
should never be forgotten.”45 Fortunatus, similarly, sees his miracle stories as having their 
greatest significance when residing in the heart, or memory, of those who hear them. In the 
discussion that follows, we will see various strategies Fortunatus used to ensure his miracle 
stories’ inscription “in the parchment of the heart” in the context of their recitation to a wide 
audience in the mass. 




In style and structure, the Fortunatan prose lives exemplify important developments in late 
antique Christian biography, of which scholars have effectively detected two branches emerging 
between the fourth and the seventh century. The first, which Friedrich Lotter has termed the 
 
43 Jer. 31:33: “Sed hoc erit pactum quod feriam cum domo Israhel post dies illos dicit Dominus dabo legem meam in 
visceribus eorum et in corde eorum scribam eam et ero eis in Deum et ipsi erunt mihi in populum.” 
44 Rom. 2:15: “Qui ostendunt opus legis scriptum in cordibus suis testimonium reddente illis conscientia ipsorum et 
inter se invicem cogitationum accusantium aut etiam defendentium.” 
45 Caes.Arel. Serm. 9, CCL 103.47: “Symbolum, fratres carissimi, non in tabulis scribitur, sed in corde susceptum 
memoriter retinetur: et ideo iuvat iterare, quod numquam convenit oblivisci.” See also Caes.Arel. Serm. 111.2. This 
image was also used to support supercessionist arguments against the deadly “letter” of Jewish law. See Greg.Tur. 
Glor.mart. 21, and Aug.Hipp. De spir. et lett. 44-48. 
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“biographisch gestaltete Typ,” follows the classical tradition of stylizing biographical material to 
form a closed depiction of the protagonist. The second, the “Episodenerzählung” (or 
“hagiographisch-typisierende Form” in Lotter’s terms), gathers unconnected pericopes (usually, 
miracle stories) within the broad framework of a biography to the effect that, though the saint’s 
milestones along the cursus honorum stand out clearly, there is little causal or chronological 
relationship among the stories between these milestones.46 This latter branch, in which 
Fortunatus and Gregory of Tours participate, grew in part out of a long process of 
experimentation by Christian writers who adapted or discarded the conventions of classical 
biography to accommodate the laity’s growing taste for miracle stories; the register of miracles 
kept at most saints’ shrines was an integral component of this adaptation.47 The chapter-by-
chapter summaries of the prose lives in Appendix 1 give a sense of the overall effect of 
“Episodenerzählung” in Fortunatus.  
 The aesthetics and rhetorical effect of this episodic narration have been perceptively 
described by Joaquín Martínez Pizarro in his study of dramatic narrative in Gregory of Tours. In 
what he calls “the rhetoric of the scene,” the frequent new beginnings and breaks in action serve 
to “fracture any sense of a unified personality, or of a continuity of character and motivation in 
the protagonists; they react according to a formula, not to a temperament conceived 
independently of the demands of the scene.”48 The formula that determined characters’ reactions 
 
46 Friedrich Lotter, Severinus von Noricum: Legende und historische Wirklichkeit (Stuttgart: 1976), 17. 
47 Martin Heinzelmann, “Une source de base de littérature hagiographique latine: Le recueil de miracles,” in 
Hagiographie, cultures et sociétés, IVe-XIIe siècles: Actes du Colloque organisé à Nanterre et à Paris (2-5 mai 
1979), 235-259. Paris: 1981; Martin Heinzelmann and Joseph-Claude Poulin, Les Vies anciennes de sainte 
Geneviève de Paris (Paris: Librarie Honoré Champion, 1986), 72. 
48 Joaquín Martínez Pizarro, A Rhetoric of the Scene: Dramatic Narrative in the Early Middle Ages (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1989), 96. 
 54 
 
in hagiography was that of the saint’s miraculous remedy to a person’s or people’s hardship, 
usually illness, imprisonment or demonic possession. Such miracles were the true proof of a 
saint’s virtus or divine power, and linking many such stories of this formula together allowed the 
saint to be seen repeatedly manifesting this power in all exigencies of life.49 Moreover, since 
they retain little if any relationship to the broader cradle-to-grave narratives in which they are 
embedded, miracle stories in Pizarro’s scenes seem to stand almost “outside time” and thus lend 
themselves well to excerption for homiletic delivery.  
 Characters, settings and events within these scenes are bereft of descriptive detail but rich 
in symbolic gestures and movement. Gregory of Tours sticks more closely to this style than does 
Fortunatus (who, as will be seen, tends to provide amplified descriptions of illness and healing), 
but the poet’s narratives are also notably bare. In the Vita Germani, Fortunatus tells the story of a 
certain unfortunate girl: 
It happened that a certain girl from the house of the family of Medard of Melun, 
spinning on the day of the Lord, was damned to punishment with a paralyzed 
hand. When the hand was touched by oil, miraculous power poured in a cure. 
Hence, the astounded fingers relearned their former vigor, the restored knuckles 
practiced their forgotten skilled duty, the branching hand is extended and the right 
hand is returned to health, purged of defect. 
 
Accidit ut puella quaedam de domo Medardi Meglidonensis familiae filans die 
dominico contracta manu damnaretur supplicio. Qua contacta oleo virtus infudit 
remedium. Hinc stupentes digiti vigorem pristinum resipiscunt, oblitum artis 
officium reducti articuli meditantur, manus ramosa distenditur et purgata vitio 
dextra saluti reducitur.50 
  
 
49 In the case of Germanus of Paris, Gomez suggested that the large number of miracles in his vita is evidence of an 
attempted “procès en canonisation” for this new and untested saint. See Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies 
épiscopales,” 108. 
50 Ven.Fort. VGermani 16. 
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One will notice that no information is given as to how the nameless girl came to receive 
Germanus’ anointing -all we are told is that she received it. Whether she was brought to him, or 
him to her, among other possible details, are left for the audience’s imagination to supply. 
Narrating the story in this austere way, however, has the paradoxical effect of rendering it more 
“vivid and dramatic” by allowing the characters’ gestures —such as anointing with oil— to stand 
out against the dearth of visual cues.51 These gestures, moreover, would have been the most 
natural objects of spiritual or moral interpretation by a preacher, since they utilize the 
paraphernalia of the sacraments (oil, holy water, wine, consecrated bread, etc.) and even portray 
courses of action that laypeople could emulate themselves, such as anointing the sick with 
blessed oil.52  
Narrative Structure 
Any reader of the prose lives will quickly sense that the episodes follow a predictable pattern, 
namely, 1) a secondary character incurs some hardship (usually illness) or the saint happens 
upon a character in hardship, 2) the saint applies some gesture or remedy (prayer, the sign of the 
cross, spittle, the eucharist, etc.) and 3) the problem is solved and the saint and the miracle’s 
recipient go their separate ways. Gomez has drawn on Jean-Michel Adam’s quinary model of 
narration to analyze the range of narrative possibilities Fortunatus pursues.53 In this model, a 
narrative consists of five structural elements: an initial situation, a complication (in the lives, 
usually an illness), a transforming action (miracle), a denouement and a final outcome. Not all 
 
51 Pizarro, Rhetoric of the Scene, 141.  
52 Beck, Pastoral Care of Souls, 249; cf. Antoine Chavasse, Étude sur l’onction des infirmes dans l’Église latine du 
IIIe au XIe siècle (PhD diss., La Faculté de Théologie de Lyon, 1942), 99-117.  
53 Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 111ff; Jean-Michel Adam, Le récit (Paris: Presses Universitaires 
de France, 1984). 
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elements must be present (the final situation and initial situation are especially expendable), and 
they can appear in different sequences and combinations.  
Though Gomez applies the quinary model with appropriate flexibility and thereby 
produces a workable description of Fortunatus’ narratives, there remain serious problems with 
this approach. Chief among these is that, besides risking anachronism, it fails to consider the 
influence of Fortunatus’ training in Roman rhetorical theory, which had its own sophisticated 
understandings of the purpose, language, order and categories of narrative. These 
understandings, however, were developed not in the context of literary studies (history, 
biography, ancient novels, etc.) but in the tradition of forensic argumentation in the Roman 
courtroom. The following discussion will demonstrate that the categories formulated by Roman 
rhetors such as Cicero and Quintilian offer greater explanatory and descriptive power for the 
structure of the prose lives’ episodes than does Adam’s quinary model. In so doing, it will also 
better situate the prose lives within their own rhetorical context, that is, their public reading to 
Frankish and Gallo-Roman Christians.  
The Greeks and Romans had a rich tradition of literary criticism, including theories on 
constructing compelling prose narratives. The area of rhetorical theory that seems most 
applicable to the prose lives, however, is not ancient commentary on purely literary narrative but 
oratorical theory on effective argumentation in the Roman courtroom. As will be seen, 
Fortunatus’ stories consist of narratives but are more broadly structured as arguments, usually 
about the saint’s power, salvation or morality. Thus, the prose lives’ episodes most closely 
resemble the combination of facts and arguments used in forensic argumentation before a judge 
and jury. The elements of a successful courtroom speech that best reflect Fortunatus’ narrative 
strategy are, in order, the prooemium, the narratio and the propositio. Quintilian defined the 
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prooemium or exordium as the opening section of the speech, the purpose of which is “simply to 
prepare the hearer to be more favorably inclined towards us for the rest of the proceedings,” 
which is achieved in part by grabbing the hearer’s attention and making him ready to learn.54 To 
accomplish this, the rhetor must “[promise] to discuss important, new, and unusual matters” and 
“[bid] them listen attentively.”55 The narratio, in a legal speech, is the exposition of the sequence 
of events at the heart of the case; recognizing the similarities between such speeches and 
storytelling broadly conceived, rhetoricians described three kinds of narratio: the legendary 
(fabula), the historical (historia) and the realistic but not factual (argumentum).56 From the 
perspective of late antique Christians, hagiography fell under the historical category, because the 
events it describes were believed to have happened in historical time. In the propositio, the rhetor 
closes the narratio by stating the question at hand, whether this is of a legal or factual nature, for 
example, “‘Gaius Cornelius is guilty of maiestas, in as much as, being tribune of the plebs, he 
read out his bill in person before the assembly.’”57 In courtroom oratory this formed a transition 
between the narratio and the argumentatio, or the part in which the rhetor draws upon the law 
and the facts of the case to make his final arguments.58 In Fortunatus, the propositio is actually 
closer to a sententia, insofar as it closes, rather than transitions, the narrative, often with witty 
paradox or antithesis. 
 
54 Quint. Inst.orat. 4.1.5, LCL 125.180-181: “Causa principii nulla alia est quam ut auditorem quo sit nobis in ceteris 
partibus accommodatior praeparemus”; Lausberg, Handbook of literary Rhetoric, §269.  
55 Ad Her. 1.7, LCL 403.14-15: “Adtentos habebimus, si pollicebimur nos de rebus magnis, novis, inusitatis verba 
facturos . . . et si rogabimus ut adtente audiant.” 
56 Cic. De inv. 1.19.27, LCL 386.55; cf. Quint. Inst.orat. 2.4.1-2; Lausberg, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric, §290. 
57 Quint. Inst.orat. 4.4.8, LCL 125.297: “‘maiestatem minuit C. Cornelius; nam codicem tribunus plebis ipse pro 
contione legit’”; Idem. Inst.orat. 4.4.1, LCL 125.293; propositio = expositio in Ad Her. 1.17; Lausberg, Handbook of 
Literary Rhetoric, §346. 
58 Fortun. Ars rhet. 2.23; argumentatio = confirmatio in Cic. De inv. 1.24, LCL 386.69.  
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Let us see now how Fortunatus uses these components in his narration, using this episode 
from the Vita Germani:  
(1)Let the territory of Exmes bring forth among our material that which is its own, 
lest the matter of light be held in obscurity for posterity. (2) Once, when that most 
holy man had turned aside on his journey to the villa Tasiliacus,59 a woman who 
suffered from a double sickness was presented to him, on the one hand old age 
and on the other blindness. She began to beg for health with trembling words, 
and, moved by this supplication of the old and disabled woman, with a prayer 
preceding and once oil had been poured over her, the lamps of the eyes give back 
the rays of light, and the shadows fled as openings were provided. (3) When light 
had been granted, those who were there gave glory to God and praised the merits 
of saint Germanus, through whom Christ works. 
 
Producat pagus Uxominsis inter nostra quod suum est, ne teneatur in obscuro 
posteritati res luminis. Si quidem vir sanctissimus ad villam Tasiliaco cum 
declinasset itinere, offertur ei mulier cui duplex morbus erat, inde vetustas hinc 
caecitas. Salutem deprecari verbis trementibus incipit, qua supplicatione motus 
senis mulieris et debilis, oratione praecedente, oleo superfuso lucernae oculorum 
reddunt luminis radios et datis specularibus tenebrae fugerunt. Qua inluminata 
deo reddentes gloriam, per quem Christus operatur adstantes sancti Germani 
praeconati sunt merita.60 
 
Many episodes begin with a brief opening or transition sentence in Fortunatus’ voice (1). In this 
and in many other stories, this opening functions as a prooemium by exhorting the audience to 
pay attention; as shown above, this exhortation often appeals to the importance of preserving the 
saint’s memory. (2) is a straightforward narratio in the historical mode. The narratio continues 
in (3), but Fortunatus uses this conclusion to offer the propositiones that Germanus is to be 
praised for his merits and that God works through him.  
Not all episodes include all of these elements. Sometimes they omit the prooemium 
and/or the propositio entirely, as seen in this story from the Vita Germani: 
 
59 Possibly Tassily. See J. Moreau, Supplément au dictionnaire de géographie historique de la Gaule et de la France 
(Paris 1982), 248. 
60 Ven.Fort. VGermani 53 (144-145). On pagus Uxominsis see Auguste Longnon, Géographie de la Gaule au VIe 




Likewise, when a servant of the church by the name of Libanius unthinkingly 
closed a fence on the Lord’s day, his hands were paralyzed by an immediate 
vengeance upon him, and he rushed to the holy man at Paris, with sickness 
punishing him. With the liquid of blessed oil having been poured out, or rather as 
the perfume of the divine mystery was sprinkled over, with a prayer added he 
restored him to good health. 
 
Item servus ecclesiae Libanius nomine die dominico saepem inconsulte dum 
clauderet, manus ei contractae sunt ultione praesenti, qui ad sanctum virum 
Parisius morbo castigante percurrit. Quem, olei benedicti liquore perfuso, mysterii 
potius unguento resperso, addita oratione incolomitati restituit.61 
 
 Only the narratio, then, is essential. With the exception of amplificatio, discussed below, 
Fortunatus rarely integrated any other structural elements into his pericopes. Having established 
these structural building blocks, the following section will sift the finer sands of the lives’ 
rhetorical devices to demonstrate how Fortunatus conveyed what he considered the miracle 
stories’ most important moral and spiritual lessons.  




One of the most distinctive features of Fortunatus’ episodes are his extended descriptions of the 
transformation of bodies and objects at the moment of miraculous intervention. Quintilian 
defined this technique, called amplification (amplificatio), as using a “copiousness of rich or 
flowery language” to emphasize the greatness, badness or some other superlative quality of the 
subject.62 This technique is easily detected in the prose lives due to the general terseness of the 
narratives; in many cases, the description of the moment of healing takes up as many as one half 
of the words in the entire episode. In Vita Germani 27, for example, Fortunatus expends thirty-
 
61 Ven.Fort. VGermani 50 (138). 
62 Quint. Inst.orat. 8.3.87. Quintilian discussed four types of amplificatio. The kind found in Fortunatus most closely 
approximates his amplification by congeries, or “the piling up of synonymous words and sentences,” although 
Fortunatus’ clauses are not strictly synonymous. See idem. Inst.orat. 8.4.26-27; Lausberg, Handbook of literary 
Rhetoric, §406. All translations of Quintilian are from LCL 124-127. 
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three of the episode’s 76 words recounting the movements and transformations of a woman’s 
paralyzed hand:  
What of the fact that without hesitation he cured a weak right hand? As he was 
going to the feast of St. Martin of Tours, as he was leaving the monastery a 
barbarian woman with a hand whose sinews had been paralyzed presented herself, 
asking for healing. Having taken her into a cottage, he softened [the hand] by 
bedaubing it with his spittle, as if macerating a pile of flour. As her hand was 
growing moist, and as her finger stretched out and bent back, it revived the 
longstanding torpor to liveliness, and before he came to the threshold of the 
blessed Martin he restored the hand healed and the fingers stretched. As soon as 
he realized that it was straightened, he dismissed her from him and entered the 
basilica. 
 
Quid illud quod sine mora curavit debilem dexteram? Cum ad festivitatem sancti 
Martini Turonis accessisset, egresso de monasterio offert se mulier barbara manu 
nervis adtracta, postolans medicinam. Quam sub casula receptam suo sputo 
inlitam velut sparsum farinae collectum commacerat. Hinc resudante dextera 
digitus tendit et replicat, torporem veteratum ad vivacitatem resuscitat, et 
priusquam veniret ad beati Martini ianuam, digitis suis extensam reddidit 
incolomem dexteram. Quam mox sentiens esse directam mulierem a se repulsus 
est ingressus basilicam.63  
 
One will notice that the healing itself is the only event described in any length, and it is the only 
part of the story that uses vivid language similar to an ekphrasis. Further distinguishing the 
healing from the rest of the narrative is the appearance of rhyme and alliteration at the beginning 
of the healing ritual (“sub casula receptam suo sputo inlitam”) and in the recovery (“Hinc 
resudante dextera digitus tendit et replicat”).  
The inevitable transformation of the body at the heart of every healing miracle allowed 
Fortunatus a space in which to showcase his literary virtuosity, but this device was no mere 
literary flourish. Michael Roberts has examined similar amplifications in Fortunatus’ poetic 
treatments of St. Martin’s healing of the leper, arguing that the poet used this device to exploit 
 




the variety of readings that the story accommodated: on the literal level, the hope of healing for 
actual physical illnesses and, on the metaphorical level, the hope for spiritual salvation through 
pilgrimage to Tours.64 In Carm. 10.6, Fortunatus relates the washing away of his own sins to the 
leper’s healing: 
Seed sown in Pannonia has sent its harvest to you, Gaul, an undertile land, but one 
that produces heavenly food, Martin renowned for his merits, who by the bounty 
of God holds high station as senator in the heavenly abode. He cleansed the stains 
of leprosy with his healing kisses; his purifying spittle cured a man of infection. 
For one who could not struggle all the way to the river of the Lord the saint 
provided from his mouth the power the Jordan possesses. May this holy man by 
your agency, shepherd Gregory, take from me, Fortunatus the sinner, my many 
stains. 
 
Pannoniae satio misit tibi, Gallia, fructum gignens caelestem terra maligna 
dapem, Martinum inlustrem meritis, qui munere divo culmen in aetheria sede 
senator habet. Qui leprae maculas medicata per oscula purgat, curat et infectum 
pura saliva virum. Ad fluvium Domini cui non fuit ire labore, quod Iordanis 
habet, sanctus ab ore dedit. Qui sacer ipse mihi te, pastor, agente, Gregori, 
Fortunato adimat tot maculosa reo.65 
 
As Roberts notes, “Fortunatus’ treatment of the story . . . contributes new meanings to Martin’s 
healing of the leper by elaborating . . . the metonymic/metaphoric shifts oscula-saliva-fluvium” 
to simultaneously refer to pilgrimage, healing and absolution of his own sins.66 
In some episodes of the prose lives, these two levels of interpretation —physical healing 
and spiritual renewal— are easily detected. This is particularly true of the healing miracles of the 
Liber de virtutibus Hilarii, wherein Fortunatus exploits the contrast between the tomb’s 
representation of death and the new life the saint bestows on the moribund limbs of the faithful. 
 
64 Michael Roberts, “St. Martin and the Leper: Narrative Variation in the Martin Poems of Venantius Fortunatus,” 
Journal of Medieval Latin 4 (1994), 99. 
65 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.6.93-102. 
66 Roberts, “Martin and the Leper,” 95; see also Idem. The Jeweled Style: Poetry and Poetics in Late Antiquity 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989), 141. 
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When a girl’s congenitally disabled hand is healed, Fortunatus expands the healing into a 
meditation on the theme of Christian rebirth:  
A certain maiden had from had, in this life, acquired from birth a dead right hand, 
and the paralyzed threads of the sinews had collected the weak hand into the 
shape of a ball. The web of the fingers was withering loose on its warp. Then, 
going to the tomb of the most blessed man, through his intercession she was 
restored to long-lasting services; little by little the flexible strength crept into the 
astonished joints and nails. After a long time her hand was only then born, at the 
time when she felt the gifts of the confessor. The hand came from her mother’s 
womb dead, from the sepulcher alive. 
 
Quaedam puella in hanc vitam veniens dextram mortuam traxerat natura formante 
et debilem manum in specie glomi colligerant nervorum fila contracta: fluxa suo 
stamine digitorum tela marcebat. Tunc occurrens ad beatissimi sepulturam 
intercessione eius vivacibus est officiis ordinata: paulatim mobilis vigor articulos 
stupentes et ungues inrepsit. Post longa tempora manus illi tunc nata est, cum 
sensit munera confessoris: extincta venit matris ab utero, viva rediit de 
sepulchro.67 
 
Later, Fortunatus intervenes in his own voice to highlight once again the underlying metaphor of 
rebirth in the amplified healing of a paralyzed and mute girl: 
Moreover, he performed more miracles in the body of this one girl. By the grace 
of a holy gift he strengthened her feeble footsteps of her knees, gave her rigid 
tongue flexibility and facility in speech, armed her once weak hands for the task 
of spinning wool, and gave life to her atrophied organs. At last the aged in-fant 
burst into speech and, what is remarkable, in her first words asked for the 
nourishment of milk! Now what else is meant to be understood by the fact that 
she called for food of this kind before anything else, except that, when she was 
cured, then for the first time, she thought herself born? 
 
In unius autem corpore miracula plura conplevit. Attenuata genuum vestigia 
roboravit, linguam rigentem flexibilitate et facilitate vocis aptavit, ad usum 
lanificii debiles quondam palmas armavit, liniamenta viscerum gratia pii muneris 
animavit. Aliquando vetus infans in verba prorupit, et quod est conspicuum voce 
prima lactis alimenta quaesivit. Ergo ut tales cibos ante omnia posceret, quid aliud 
datur intellegi, nisi quando sanata est, tunc prius credidisset se nasci?68 
 
 
67 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 5 (15-16). All translations of this text, unless otherwise noted, are from Ellen Marie Skaff, “A 
Translation of the Vita Sancti Hilarii and Liber de Virtutibus Sancti Hilarii of Venantius Fortunatus,” (Master’s 
thesis, University of Nebraska, 1941). 
68 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 10 (28-29).  
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Such explicit amplifications demonstrate Fortunatus’ great fondness for paradox, which will 
reappear at several points in this study. To him, a series of miracle stories taking place at a 
saint’s tomb must have seemed the ideal venue to commemorate Christ’s and the saints’ powers 
to vivify both body and soul.    
When amplifying miracles performed by living saints, however, Fortunatus rarely spells 
out their spiritual implications so explicitly. In most cases, spiritual themes emerge only in the 
words and images he uses to describe what are, on a cursory reading, purely physical 
transformations. In the following two passages from the Vita Radegundis and Vita Germani, 
Fortunatus amplifies the healing of a blind woman and a mute and crippled woman, respectively: 
For example, the matron of the nobleman Gislad named Bella —beautiful but 
wretched from blindness for a long time— asked that she be led faithfully from 
Francia to Poitiers into the saint's presence. Though won over with difficulty, she 
had her brought in during the silence of an unpropitious night. Prostrate at the 
saint's knees, the woman could barely ask her to deign to make a sign on her eyes. 
As soon as she impressed the sign of the cross on them in the name of Christ, the 
blindness fled; the light returned. In the middle of the night day dawned for the 
one who had been deprived. Thus she who had been led there, went home without 
a guide. 
 
Itaque matrona Gislaadi proceris nomine Bella sed longa caecitate miserrima 
rogavit se de Francia Pictavis ad sanctae duci devote praesentiam. Quam licet 
tarde exorata sibi fecit occurri per tetrae noctis silentia. Prostrata cuius ad genua 
ut dignaretur oculos eius signare vix impetrat. Quae mox in nomine Christi 
signum crucis inpressit, caecitas fugit, lux rediit et nocturno sub tempore orbae 
diu dies inluxit, ita ut tracta cum venisset, nullo ducente recederet.69 
 
Let us follow the provisions of the undertaken journey. And thus, just as the man 
of God was setting out to Poitiers, to the blessed confessor Hilary, a certain 
Baudofeifa from the villa Sene Corbiaco, who was mute, limping and infirm, was 
shown to him aided, with difficulty, by two men. Her tongue was lying stiff and 
immobile, and as the breath palpitated, her tongue was totally dead, so that to 
viewing eyes it might be the remains of a cadaver. As he mercifully pressed the 
sign of the holy cross over her, suddenly all vigor was poured through her limbs, 
the winding rivulets of the veins were aroused, feeble stupor of the nerves is cast 
 
69 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 27 (64-65). All translations of this text, unless otherwise noted, are from Jo Ann 
McNamara, Sainted Women of the Dark Ages (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1992). 
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out, the entire fabric is renewed to vital use with natural movements. Soon the 
plectrum of the tongue is loosened, the balls of thread of the fingers are stretched 
out, the pedestals of the feet are made stable, and for the holy man to touch the 
entire mass of the organs was to revive them. With the remedy growing strong, on 
the third day she hastened to the city on her own feet giving thanks to the holy 
man. 
 
Exsequamur itineris arepti viaticum. Itaque cum Pictavis vir dei ad beatum 
confessorem proficisceretur Hilarium, quaedam Baudofeifa de Sene Corbiaco 
villa inter duos vix advecta ei repraesentata est, quae erat muta, cloda vel manca. 
Lingua rigebat inmobilis, anhelitu palpitante pars erat tota de funere, ut videntibus 
oculis relicum esset cadaveris. Super quam misericorditer ut signum sacrae crucis 
expressit, confestim omnis vigor per membra diffunditur, venarum flexuosi rivuli 
suscitantur, nervorum inbecillis stupor excutitur, naturalibus motibus ad vitalem 
usum tota fabrica renovatur. Mox linguae plectrum resolvitur, digitorum glomi 
tenduntur, pedum basides solidantur totamque viscerum molem hoc fuit apud 
sanctum vivificare quod tangere. Quae convaliscente medella tertia die civitatem 
sancto gratias referens suis occurrit vestigiis.70 
 
To describe the transformation of the physical body, both of these passages use terms and images 
that could be applied to concepts of spiritual as well as physical (ill) health. In the first passage, 
Fortunatus uses amplification to play on the symbolism of darkness/night and light/day to 
emphasize the parallels between physical and spiritual blindness/illumination.71 In the second 
story, inbecillitas, as suggested by its use in other religious contexts, would have prompted the 
reader/hearer not only to envisage the debilitated state of the patient’s body but also to 
contemplate humankind’s spiritual weakness.72 Similarly, though this story does not involve a 
 
70 Ven.Fort. VGermani 45 (125-127). 
71 John 9:4: “Me oportet operari opera eius qui misit me donec dies est. venit nox quando nemo potest operari”; 1 
Thess. 5:5: “Omnis enim vos filii diei non sumus noctis neque tenebrarum.”; Collins, “Observations,” 112. 
72 See Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 1 (1): “Quas habentes nascendo mollitiem facit Christus robustas ex fide, ut quae 
videntur inbecilles, dum coronatur ex meritis, a quo efficiuntur laudem sui cumulent creatoris, habendo in vasis 
fictilibus thesauros caeli reconditos”; Jer. Epist. 125.1, LCL 262.397: “Nihil fortius, qui vincit diabolum; nihil 
inbecillius, qui a carne superatur”;  I Cor. 11:30: “Ideo inter vos multi infirmes et inbecilles et dormiunt”; Rom. 
15:1: “Debemus autem nos firmiores inbecillitates infirmorum sustinere et non nobis placere.” 
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resurrection-miracle, it conveys notions of bodily revival using terms such as vivificare and 
renovare that would have been equally evocative of spiritual redemption.73 
 It is not only healing miracles that are amplified and imbued with spiritual significance. 
Fortunatus also found miraculous releases from prison conducive to extended retelling, in these 
cases often exploiting the internal darkness and tomblike (often underground) structures of actual 
prisons to incorporate spiritual metaphors of darkness/death and light/rebirth. For example, when 
Germanus miraculously frees the inmates of a prison in Avalon castle, Fortunatus rhetorically 
equates the punishment of prison with spiritual darkness and liberation with crossing from this 
darkness to the light of salvation: “As he departed soon the beads of the chains are dashed to 
pieces, the conquered doors are laid open, daylight is put back in the prison, the damned proceed 
from the shadows into the light and punishment does not hold for long those whom it might have 
tormented.”74 Fortunatus saw the episodes’ moment of miraculous intervention not only as the 
narrative climax of the story, worthy of detailed retelling, but also as the interpretive core from 
which to glean the story’s deeper spiritual meanings. 
 We must now consider the contexts in which the prose lives’ lay audience would have 
experienced these amplifications, that is, the reading of the life on the saint’s feast day or in the 
regular mass. Little is known about the mass in Gaul prior to the eighth century, but, at least on 
the anniversary of the saint’s death, the reading of episodes from the life probably took the place 
 
73 Titus 3:5: “secundum suam misericordiam salvos nos fecit per lavacrum regenerationis et renovationis spiritus 
sancti”; Col. 3:10: “et induentes novum eum qui renovatur in agnitionem secundum imaginem eius qui creavit eum”; 
I Cor. 15:22: “et sicut in Adam omnes moriuntur ita et in Christo omnes vivificabantur”; Rom. 8:11: “quod si 
Spiritus eius qui suscitavit Iesum a mortuis habitat in vobis qui suscitavit Iesum Christum a mortuis vivificabit et 
mortalia corpora vestra propter inhabitantem Spiritum eius in vobis.” 
74 Ven.Fort. VGermani 30 (89): “Eo discedente mox catenarum bacae franguntur, vinctae ianuae reserantur, dies in 
carcerem reducitur, damnati de tenebris in lucem procedunt nec diutius poena tenuit quos torqueret.” 
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of the reading from the epistles, which was followed by the gospel reading and then the homily.75 
The lives’ amplifications, then, would have been deployed in a wider performative context in 
which their deeper spiritual significance could be further highlighted and expanded upon, 
especially in the hands of a talented homilist. 
 Augustine provides an example of the sort of homiletic interpretation that Fortunatus 
seems to be anticipating in his amplifications. In a sermon on the three persons Jesus raised from 
the dead, he explicitly discussed the different levels of interpretation that such miracles could 
prompt in the audience. Following a reading of Luke 7:11-17, the raising of the widow’s son, he 
says that  
All who hear about them and believe are moved by the miracles of our Lord and 
savior Christ Jesus; but some in one way, others in another. Some, you see, are 
amazed at his bodily miracles, and have no idea of observing a greater kind. 
Others, though, hear about the miracles performed on bodies, and now have a 
greater admiration for those performed on souls. The Lord himself says, “For just 
as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so too the Son gives life to 
whom he will. 
 
Miracula domini nostri et salvatoris Christi Jesu, omnes quidem audientes et 
credentes movent: sed alios atque alios aliter et aliter. Quidam enim corporalia 
eius miracula stupentes, majora intueri non norunt: quidam ver ea quae gesta 
audiunt in corporibus, nunc amplius in animis admirantur. Dicit ipse Dominus, 
‘Sicut enim Pater suscitat mortuos, et vivificat; sic et Filius quos vult, vivificat’76  
 
Just as Augustine drew on Jesus’ raising of the dead in the first century to illustrate the “greater” 
salvation of souls in the present, so could a preacher use Fortunatus’ amplifications to illustrate 
the spiritual lessons to be gleaned from the saints’ miracles. In his Liber de virtutibus sancti 
Martini, Gregory of Tours provides an example —which could reflect a habit of his preaching— 
 
75 Beck, Pastoral Care of Souls, 140 and 296. 
76 Aug.Hipp. Serm. 98.1, PL 35.591; John 5:21. This translation is from Edmund Hill, trans., The Works of St. 
Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, vol. 3.4 (New York: New City Press, 1992). 
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of the metaphorical thinking involved in this kind of interpretation. On the miraculous freeing of 
one Wilichar from the chains put on him by King Clothar, he writes, “If only the blessed 
confessor might deign to show such power to me, so that he might release the bonds of my sins 
just as he crumbled those massive heavy chains on top of Wilichar!”77  
The use of amplification to focus the audience’s attention on the miracle’s parallels to 
spiritual renewal was supported not only by homiletic practice but also by contemporary pastoral 
theory. In his treatise De catechezandis rudibus, Augustine instructed priests on the teaching of 
biblical narratives, directing them to proclaim the stories of the historical books not word-for-
word (ad verbum) but in summaries (summatim) so that the most significant points of the 
narratives can be picked out and examined more closely. His advice bears a striking resemblance 
to Fortunatus’ practice in his narratives:  
What we ought to do is, to give a comprehensive statement of all things, 
summarily and generally, so that certain of the more wonderful facts may be 
selected which are listened to with superior gratification, and which have been 
ranked so remarkably among the exact turning-points (of the history); that, instead 
of exhibiting them to view only in their wrappings, if we may so speak, and then 
instantly snatching them from our sight, we ought to dwell on them for a certain 
space, and thus, as it were, unfold them and open them out to vision, and present 
them to the minds of the hearers as things to be examined and admired. 
 
Sed cuncta summatim generatimque complecti, ita ut eligantur quaedam 
mirabiliora quae suavius audiuntur, atque in ipsis articulis constituta sunt, it ea 
tamquam in involucris ostendere, statimque a conspectu abripere non oporteat, 
 
77 Greg.Tur. LVMartini 1.23: “Utinam se mihi in tali virtute dignaretur manifestare beatus confessor, ut sic 
absolveret meorum ligamenta peccaminum, sicut super contrivit vasta pondera catenarum!” All translations of this 
text are from Van Dam, Saints and their Miracles. Danuta Shanzer has suggested that such “authorial asides” in 
Gregory’s works might preserve fragments of his homilies, although this example does not quite fit her criteria. See 
Shanzer, “So many Saints — So Little Time . . . the Libri Miraculorum of Gregory of Tours,” Journal of Medieval 
Latin 13 (2003), 47; cf. Felix Thürlemann, Der historische Diskurs bei Gregor von Tours: Topoi und Wirklichkeit 
(Bern: Herbert Lang, 1974), 17. 
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sed aliquantum immorando quasi resolvere atque expandere, et inspicienda atque 
miranda offerre animis auditorum.78  
 
Fortunatus’ mode of narration in the prose lives closely reflects these principles. The events 
surrounding the miracle are treated only as meticulously as is necessary to maintain continuity, 
whereas the miracle itself is unfolded, dwelled upon and admired in its various dimensions via 
amplification. Moreover, as has been shown, Fortunatus not only expanded descriptive passages 
but also provided a vocabulary by which to understand the miracles’ deeper spiritual messages. 
The following sections will further elucidate how the amplifications and other narrative elements 
would have been effective in pastoral care by exploring the use of rhythm and sound devices at 
the clausal and verbal level.  
Cursus and Rhythm 
Fortunatus wrote near the end of a long period of transition in the ways writers and audiences 
conceived of Latin prose cursus, that is, the habit of placing clausulae, or discrete rhythmical 
units, usually of eight or fewer syllables, at the ends of sentences and clauses. Writers of the 
Republican period, most prominently Cicero, constructed prose clausulae according to the 
quantity of Latin verse, which created a sense of rhythm through arrangement of long and short 
syllables. Two additional systems began to appear in the third and late fourth centuries, 
respectively: the so-called cursus mixtus, which took into account both quantity and word accent 
in the construction of clausulae,79 and the medieval cursus, which relied exclusively on word 
 
78 Aug.Hipp. De catech.rud. 3.5. Translations of this text are from Augustine of Hippo, On the Catechising of the 
Uninstructed, in S.D.F. Salmond, trans., Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. Series 1. Vol. 3 (Buffalo, NY: Christian 
Literature Publishing Co., 1887), 283-314. See also Roberts, Humblest Sparrow, 211. 
79 The chronology of the development of cursus mixtus has been highly contested. Eduard Norden credited its 
invention to Augustine, but A.W. De Groot argued that it first appeared in Ammianus Marcellinus. Hagendahl, 
however, maintained that Arnobius shows the earliest evidence of it. More recent quantitative research has tended to 
confirm the view of Hagendahl. See Eduard Norden, Die antike Kunstprosa vom VI. Jahrundert v. Chr. bis in die 
Zeit der Renaissance, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1898), 948; A.W. de Groot, La prose métrique des anciens (Paris: 
Les Belles-Lettres, 1926), 8; H. Hagendahl, “La prose métrique d’Arnobe -contributions à la connaissance de la 
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accent.80 These three systems coexisted until at least the seventh century, when the purely 
accentual cursus supplanted both the metrical clausule and the cursus mixtus.81 This system 
persisted well into the Middle Ages but was forgotten from the fourteenth century until its 
rediscovery by Valois in 1881.82 
Four main types of accentual cursus have been discerned: 1) cursus planus, “a 
paroxytone trisyllable, or the equivalent —a monosyllable and a paroxytone dissyllable, —
preceded by a paroxytone dissylable or polysyllable, the caesura falling after the second syllable 
of the clausula,” 2) cursus tardus, “a proparoxytone tetrasyllable, or the equivalent, preceded by 
a paroxytone dissyllable or polysyllable, the caesura occurring after the second syllable,” 3) 
cursus velox, “a paroxytone tetrasyllable, or the equivalent, preceded by a proparoxytone 
trisyllable or polysyllable, the caesura falling after the third syllable of the clausula” and 4) 
cursus trispondaicus, “a final tetrasyllable accented on the penult and preceded by a paroxytone 
dissyllable, or polysyllable, or by a final trisyllable accented on the penult preceded by a 
proparoxytone trisyllable.”83 
 As will be shown, cursus appears very frequently in the prose lives, but a passing glimpse 
of its many usages can be demonstrated here. The following are typical instances of cursus (two 
 
prose littéraire de l’empire,” Göteborgs Högskolas Årsskrift, Acta Universitatis Gotoburgensis 42 (1936): 1-265; 
S.M. Oberhelman and R.G. Hall, “Meter in accentual clausulae of late imperial Latin prose,” Classical Philology 80 
(1985), 214-227. 
80 R.G. Hall and S.M. Oberhelman, “Rhythmical clausulae in the Codex Theodosianus and the Leges novellae ad 
Theodosianum pertinentes,” Classical Quarterly 35 no.1 (1985), 202. 
81 Margaret Clare Herron, A Study of the Clausulae in the Writings of St. Jerome (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1937), 63; Terence O. Tunberg, “Prose Styles and Cursus,” in F. Mantello and A. 
Rigg, eds., Medieval Latin: An Introduction and Bibliographical Guide (Washington, DC: The Catholic University 
of America Press, 1996), 114.  
82 N. Valois, “Étude sur le rythme des bulles pontificales,” Bibliothèque de l’École des Chartres 42 (1881), 161-198. 
83 Herron, Clausulae in the Writings of St. Jerome, 73-75.  
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for each major type) as they appear at the ends of periods: “Sed mea lingua non sufficit . . . sicut 
illi dignum est, cúncta proférre,”84 “signum crucis super infirmam déxteram fécit” (planus);85 
“merito dígnus adscíscitur,”86 “osculabatur et vultum toto díligens ánimo (tardus);87 “a quo 
poena libéri sunt effécti,”88 “iussus est . . . mellita teneritúdine decantáre” (velox);89 “qui tunc 
Israheliticis unda manávit in herémo.”90 Metrical and accentual clausulae also mark minor 
breaks within periods, such as those marked by modern commas, colons, semi-colons and other 
syntactic breaks. The following are examples of metrical cursus before minor breaks: “inter 
ieiunia intulit xenia copiosa;”91 “Nam cum ad beati Martini limina pro recipiendo lumine 
properaret;”92 “donec . . . ulcus . . . de corpore quod captivaverat captiva migraret;”93 “oculi 
gemmarum lumina luminarent;”94 “in villa Suedas . . . decenter accederet itinere prosperante,”95 
In the following excerpts, Fortunatus uses two or more clausulae in quick succession: “cuius 
 
84 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 15 (53): “But my tongue does not suffice . . . to tell everything as he deserves.” 
85 Ven.Fort VAlbini 10 (26): “He made the sign of the cross over the infirm right hand.” 
86 Ven.Fort. VGermani 3 (9): “Deserving for his merit, he was made [abbot].” 
87 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 19 (44): “She even kissed their faces, her heart full of love.” 
88 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 4 (14): “By whom they were made free of punishment.” 
89 Ven.Fort VMarcelli 8 (28): “He was commanded to sing with sweet tenderness.” 
90 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 8 (24): “He who then poured a wave for the Israelites in the desert.” 
91 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 7 (23): “He introduced copious gifts amidst their fasting.” 
92 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 6 (17): “Now, although he was hastening to the shrine of Blessed Martin to recover his 
eyesight.” 
93 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 4 (11): “Until the sore . . . departed like a prisoner from the body which it had made 
prisoner.” 
94 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 6 (19): “His eyes lit up the radiance of jewels.” 
95 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 15 (35): “She appropriately approached the villa of Saix, her journey ever prospering.” 
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virtute potuisset paries fenestrari;”96 “Itaque deputatur angelus ad effectum;”97 “Erat ergo 
expectanda contentio inter sacerdotem et principem;”98 “perturbationem ecclesiae relinquebat 
termino non secuto.”99 
Unsurprisingly, Fortunatus’ use of cursus in prose reflects his training as a poet. In a 
study of his prose rhythm, Memoli found that 568 of the lives’ 1044 periods (54.4%) end in 
clausulae that are both metrical and accentual, with a strong preference for the cursus velox 
(237) over the planus (170), the tardus (159) and the trispondaicus (2). Purely accentual 
clausulae account for another 415 (39.8%) of full stops, with a strong preference for the tardus 
(241) over the planus (125), the velox (26) and the trispondaicus (23).100 Taken together without 
considering meter, the tardus appears much more frequently (400, 38.3%) than the velox (263, 
25.2%) or the planus (295, 28.3%), which are used in roughly similar proportions. Memoli found 
only 61 closing clausulae that do not contain any form of cursus. 
 Briefly considering the frequency with which Fortunatus uses cursus as compared to 
other authors will demonstrate its importance in his overall rhetorical strategy. One perennial 
problem in cursus studies is differentiating between its intentional and incidental use, that is, 
establishing a threshold or set of criteria to determine when an author aims at cursus and, on the 
other hand, when the observed clausulae in a work are the result of coincidence. For purposes of 
demonstration I will use the quantitative threshold suggested by M.G. Nicolau in his study of 
 
96 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 20 (57): “By whose power the wall had been able to be opened.” 
97 Ven.Fort. VGermani 30 (88): “And thus an angel was sent to accomplish it.” 
98 Ven.Fort. VGermani 63 (171): “There was, therefore, a desired competition between the priest and the king.” 
99 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8 (29): “He was leaving behind the disturbance of the church before it had been terminated.” 
100 P. Accursio Francesco Memoli, Il ritmo prosaico in Venanzio Fortunato (Rome: Moriniello, 1952), 25-37. 
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Nepos, Tacitus, Livy and Caesar. Because these authors do not seem to have considered meter or 
accent in their syntax but nonetheless produced cursus clausulae in roughly 49% of their period 
endings, Nicolau conservatively posited that >60% of periods must end in one of these clausulae 
if the author is to be considered to have used cursus deliberately; in other words, any proportion 
lower than this could be no more than chance.101 The proportion in Fortunatus, 94.2%, far 
exceeds this threshold and thus shows a strong preference for rhythmic clausulae at the ends of 
periods. For comparison, a study of 7,000 clausulae in Ambrose of Milan found a frequency of 
92%102 for all types, a study of Hilary of Poitiers’ writings produced 89%103 and a study of 
Symmachus found 90%.104 Even before an illiterate audience, the frequent repetition of these 
distinctive rhythmic patterns would have contributed a certain melodic quality that would have 
encouraged concentration while listening and aided later retention of the stories. The following 
section will discuss verbal flourishes that Fortunatus uses in addition to and concomitantly with 
cursus to further enhance his episodes’ aural appeal.  
Rhyme and Alliteration 
 
As already seen in regard to amplification and cursus, Fortunatus regularly transferred his 
customary poetic devices into his prose, and rhyme and alliteration were no exception. Despite 
Latin’s natural tendency to rhyme due to the nature of its conjugations and declensions, 
 
101 M.G. Nicolau, L’Origine du cursus rythmique et les débuts de l’accent d’intensité en latin (Paris, 1930), 126. 
102 M.R. Delaney, “A Study of the Clausulae in the Works of St. Ambrose” (PhD diss., The Catholic University of 
America, 1934), 116ff. This includes the less common cursus medius, which accounts for 16% of Ambrose’s 
cadences. 
103 Mary Emmanuel Mann, “The Clausulae of St. Hilary of Poitiers” (PhD diss., The Catholic University of 
America, 1936), 76. This figure also includes the cursus medius (5.8%). 
104 Nicolau, L’Origine du cursus rythmique, 130. 
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examples of clearly intentional rhyme can be found throughout the lives.105 Many follow a fairly 
simple scheme, consisting of only two or three rhymed words: 
et se tunc sublevat vetula 
cum revixisset infantula.106 
 
ut inter horas sopóris 
et per quietem témporis 
non esset requies córporis.107 
 
tres paralytici iam diu desperati 
redditi sunt sanitati.108 
  
In some places, Fortunatus rhymes in more complex schemes:  
 
ut intra horam 
diei tertiam 
ultra humana vota 
sortiretur victoriam.109  
 
Et redeunte de prandio 
reserato cubiculo, 
sanus surrexit e lectulo 
exultante ministro pro sanitatis premio 
tunc sibi resoluto ieiunio.110 
 
In others, he places multiple rhymes in parallel: 
 
Nam ibi columna ignis praecesserat,  
 
105 P. Accursio Francesco Memoli, “Allitterazione e Paronomasia: Elementi di “Variatio Ritmica” nella Prosa 
Numerosa Latina,” Aevum 40 no.5 (1966): 428-444. 
106 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 37 (86): “And then the old woman got up when the infant revived.” 
107 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 9 (28): “So that there might not be rest for the body during the hours of sleep and the quiet of 
leisure.” 
108 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 20 (57): “Three paralytics now hopeless for a long time were returned to health.” 
109 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 7 (21): “So that within the third hour of the day he might win a victory surpassing mortal 
hopes.” 
110 Ven.Fort. VGermani 44 (124): “And when [Germanus] was returning from lunch and opening the bedroom door, 
he rose from the bed and the minister exulted for the reward of health, and thus his fast was broken”; see Karl 
Polheim, Die lateinische Reimprosa (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1925), 271. 
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hic figura lampadis admonebat.111  
 
Nec dextra vigens mobile 
nec planta surgens stabile 
nec lingua sonans volubile112  
 
vultu florebat senior 
gressu pergebat alacrior 
lingua fluebat iocundior113 
 
His most florid rhymes can run on for several lines, as in this elaborate passage praising 
Germanus’ powers of healing and exorcism:  
Sed si exequamur miraculorum singula, 
quae suis gestis praesenti floruerunt in vita, 
non erit modus in pagina. 
Quia quacumque pontificis se convertit praesentia, 
Nulla morborum generibus defuit medicina, 
Et quanta se obtulerunt languentium vulnera 
salutis fudit tot semina. 
Nam quae prima pontificis exaequamur vel ultima, 
cum per salivam oris sui multa curata fuerint ulcera, 
purgata sint inergumina? 
Ante quem quamvis occulte venisset hostis nequitia, 
statim se manifestavit fraudolenta fallacia 
ac de conspectu sancti viri quia celari non poterant 
nec tolerabant praesentiam, 
terribili ululatu sua gemebant incendia, 
passim per loca volitantia 
exponebant et crimina, 
suspensi per aera . . . confitebantur et nomina 
cum . . . currebant ad sanctum virum crucianda daemonia.114 
 
111 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 7 (22): “For then a pillar of fire had gone before, now an apparition of light gave warning.” 
112 Ven.Fort. VGermani 38 (108): “Neither moving a mobile right hand nor arising on stable feet nor making sound 
with a fluent tongue”; see Polheim, Die lateinische Reimprosa, 271. 
113 Ven.Fort. VGermani 72 (196): “Flourished in his face, he proceeded livelier in his step, his tongue flowed more 
pleasantly.” 
114 Ven.Fort. VGermani 70 (186-187): “But if we follow each of the miracles, which bloom in his deeds of this 
present life, there will not be space [to do so] on the page, because wherever the presence of the bishop turned itself, 
no medicine for different kinds of illness was lacking, and however many wounds of the weary presented 
themselves, he poured in so many seeds of health. For what first things or last things of the bishop may we follow, 
since many ulcers were cured through the saliva of his mouth and many possessed persons were exorcised? 
Although the wickedness of the enemy came before him secretly, suddenly the fraudulent deceitfulness manifested 




We can imagine the effect such extended rhymes would have had in the hands of a skilled orator, 
who would have been reciting something like a poem in praise of Germanus. 
The passage just quoted also contains another of Fortunatus’ favorite devices, which 
would have reinforced its rhythmic effect: alliteration. We can see this with the letters s and f, 
respectively, in the phrases “suis gestis praesenti” and “manifestavit fraudolenta fallacia.” Even 
when used independently of rhyme, this device is usually quite obvious and can run on for much 
of the period: “de sancti subscriptione sibi sanitatem linxisse;”115 “a daemonibus se caesum gravi 
congressu confessus est;”116 “sed se sola serviente;”117 “de potu dulce porrigeret, puellae postea 
committens.”118  
Unsurprisingly, given the frequency of all of these elements, very often rhyme, 
alliteration or both coincide with cursus to create an acoustically-pleasing close to the period: 
spem suae salutis in sancti intercessione fundantes (planus)119 
 
Hinc praemortuae palmae prius se vivax tepor infudit (planus)120 
 
et se tunc sublevat vetula (tardus) 
cum revixisset infantula (tardus)121 
 
 
they were crying out that they were being burned, flying, scattered about far and wide through the places they were 
exposing even their accusations, often suspended in the air, they were confessing even their names without being 
asked, when often at his instigation demons were hastening to the holy man to be tortured.” 
115 Ven.Fort. VGermani 57 (155): “He licked up health for himself from the writing of the holy man.”  
116 Ven.Fort. VGermani 9 (30): “He acknowledged that he was struck by an oppressive assembly of demons.” 
117 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 17 (42): “But she alone served [them].” 
118 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 18 (43): “She would pour out sweet wine [for the poor] and then assign [this task] to a 
maid.”  
119 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 4 (11): “Resting their hope of cure in the saint’s intercession.” 
120 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 10 (26): “Afterwards, before a living warmth poured itself into the nearly dead palms.” 
121 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 37 (86): “The old woman got up when the infant revived.” 
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mox inde balsama coeperunt flagrare 
et, dum unda curreret 
visa sunt crismata respirare 
ut paene pontifex crederet 
se magus magis unguere quam lavare 
et alteras aquas quaereret 
ut priores undas ablueret.122 
 
Style and Pastoral Care 
 
These especially rhythmic phrases usually appear in the last few words of the episode as part of 
the propositio/sententia. Not unlike amplification, the total effect created through alliteration, 
rhyme and cursus often serves a didactic purpose that relies upon a convergence of literal and 
metaphorical readings. Because the propositio, however, is almost always spoken in Fortunatus’ 
voice, it usually teaches the story’s spiritual meaning. Observe the closing words of this episode 
from the Vita Germani, in which Fortunatus uses near-rhyme and cursus tardus to encapsulate 
the moral that the saint’s touch is inherently healing:  
Deinde egrediente de praedicta basilica, cum se ad mansionem servus dei 
reciperet, offert se manca altera palma digitis adfixa, quae prius tacta de saliva, 
dehinc oleo peruncta peregrinae sanitati de praesenti est reddita. Nam causas 
infirmitatis hoc erat sancto viro curáre quod tángere. 
 
Then, leaving the aforementioned basilica, as the servant of God was bringing 
himself back to his lodging, another woman offered her palm joined to the 
fingers, which, once first touched with saliva, and then anointed with oil, was 
immediately returned to an absent health. For, for the holy man, to touch was to 
cure the causes of infirmity.123 
 
Similarly, in a story of two men who become devotees of Hilary after being cured of leprosy at 
his tomb, Fortunatus again uses rhyme as well as a cursus velox to conflate physical and spiritual 
 
122 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 7 (24): “Soon from there balsa began to glow, and while the waves hastened, the sacred oils 
were seen to emanate out, so that the bishop almost believed that his hand besmeared more than washed, and he 
asked for other waters, that it might wash off the first waters.” 
123 Ven.Fort. VGermani 28 (82): “.” 
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punishment: “et merito illius elegerunt sustinere iuga domini, a quo poena liberi sunt effecti.”124 
Finally, he uses cursus tardus and alliteration to emphasize the moral and physical improvement 
of one Crescentius, an agent of King Childebert who was stuck blind and then healed after 
neglecting to aid Paternus in caring for the poor: “recepisse luminaria magis méntis quam 
corpóris.”125 
As Michael Roberts has pointed out in reference to Fortunatus’ hagiographical epigrams, 
such melodic endings would have been useful for memorization by the unlearned.126 In homiletic 
contexts, these endings also would have stood out as spiritually significant and possibly even set 
the theme of the homily. If selected to match the day’s gospel reading (for example, the story of 
Crescentius with John 8:12: “I am the light of the world: he that followeth me, walketh not in 
darkness, but shall have the light of life”) and used as the thematic core of the homily, the lives’ 
accentual clausulae could provide not only a saintly earworm but also a metaphor upon which the 
faithful could reflect during the homily and afterwards. 
By placing the pastoral gist of the story in its final words and setting it apart with 
rhythmic devices, Fortunatus was following well-worn rhetorical advice on how best to stimulate 
the audience’s reflection on the rhetor’s story or speech. The first-century rhetorician Quintilian 
described the cognitive effects of closing an oration, or a section of one, with a rhythmic, 
conceptually potent phrase:  
Rhythm of course pervades every text. . . . But it is more expected, and more 
apparent, at endings, firstly, because every thought has its own end and requires a 
natural interval to divide it from the beginning of the next; and, secondly, because 
 
124 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 4 (14): “And they rightly chose to bear the yoke of the master by whom they had been made 
free of punishment.” 
125 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 15 (45): “he received again the light of the mind as well as that of the eyes”; see also Idem. 
VGermani 39 and 40.  
126 Roberts, Humblest Sparrow, 199.  
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the ear, after following the unbroken sound of the voice and being carried along, as 
it were, down the stream of oratory, prefers to form its own judgement at the point 
when the movement has stopped and provided a moment for reflection. 
 
Et in omni quidem corpore toto-que, ut ita dixerim, tractu numerus insertus est: 
neque enim loqui possum nisi e syllabis brevibus ac longis, ex quibus pedes fiunt. 
Magis tamen et desideratur in clausulis et apparet, primum quia sensus omnis habet 
suum finem poscitque naturale intervallum quoa sequentis initio dividatur, deinde 
quod aures continuam vocem secutae, ductaeque velut prono decurrentis orationis 
flumine, tum magis iudicant cum ille impetus stetit et intuendi tempus dedit.127 
 
Since there would have been an inevitable interval of silence between the saint’s life and the 
gospel reading in the mass, the silence that makes concluding rhythms so effective would have 
been obvious to those who heard the lives recited, and its pastoral message ideally would have 
rung in the audience’s ear as they contemplated the implications of the miracle. Moreover, as 
with amplification, the closing pastoral message of the story could prompt, or enhance, certain 
themes arising in the choice of gospel reading or in the homily. Rhyme, alliteration and cursus, 
then, though almost ubiquitous, were not used at random -they were deployed intentionally and 
intelligently to facilitate anticipated homiletic shifts from the liturgical story to allegorical 
interpretation. 
Conclusion 
Observing the large number of miracles involving “sacramental” cures (using oil, holy water or 
consecrated bread) in the prose lives, Collins concluded that “the sequences thus have a 
profoundly liturgical value. They are destined to facilitate the incorporation of the vita into the 
symbolic structure of the divine service through the resumption of themes already long since 
 




emphasized by preaching in the cities of Roman Gaul.”128 This chapter has attempted to 
elucidate the stylistic and didactic components of this incorporation. It has found that, beyond 
including such overt liturgical content, Fortunatus also carefully crafted his stories at the level of 
the episode, the sentence and even the clause with their performative function in mind, a task 
informed to a large degree by the Latin rhetorical tradition as practiced in Roman law and, later, 
adopted by pastoral thinkers like Augustine. Having established the narrative and rhetorical 
strategies that pervade the lives, the remaining chapters will examine more closely the ideas 





















FORTUNATUS’ SOTERIOLOGY IN THE PROSE LIVES 
Introduction 
The previous chapter surveyed the ways Fortunatus adapted his hagiographical material to 
emphasize themes and concepts that would facilitate the lives’ incorporation into the liturgy. 
Familiarity with Christian concepts of rebirth and the saints’ healing power, however, was not 
the ultimate goal of pastoral care, and understanding the spiritual interpretation of miracle stories 
was not the hallmark of lay piety. To get closer to Fortunatus’ more tangible pastoral goals, we 
must examine how he envisions the lives affecting his audience’s behavior, which is intimately 
connected with what he believed about mankind’s capacity for good and God’s requirements for 
salvation. This chapter, then, will examine Fortunatus’ treatment of sin and salvation in the lives 
to form as complete a picture as possible of his hagiographical approach to these central pastoral 
concerns. After a brief survey of contemporary pastoral approaches to sin, I will examine 
Fortunatus’ statements about the lives’ pastoral function and depictions of sin and piety in the 
lives. I will then analyze Fortunatus’ soteriology in the context of the debate over free will and 
grace in the Pelagian controversy and demonstrate that this soteriology informed the lives’ more 
direct statements about sin and salvation. 
Sin and Its Antidotes in Fortunatus’ Gaul 
Discerning the nature of sin and the means by which it might be expiated was one of the central 
doctrinal problems of the early and late antique church. Christian thinkers at least as early as 
Tertullian conceived of mankind’s tendency to sin as a sort of spiritual or moral malady inherited 
by each person at birth from Adam’s primordial act of disobedience.1 The question of how 
 
1 Tert. De test.anim. 3, CSEL 20.136. 
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thoroughly this inheritance had barred mankind from salvation and incapacitated the human will 
for good, however, found only vague answers in the first four centuries. The difficulty lay in 
reconciling this notion of human fallenness with the doctrine of baptism as an intentional taking 
on of a new nature by the convert, a freely chosen encounter between man and God.2 If inherited 
sin alone (as distinct from sins actually committed) damned souls to perdition, then baptism in 
infancy —before one could freely choose it— became a necessity, thus undermining the concept 
of the sacrament as the consummation of a willed conversion from darkness to light. If it was 
not, then the necessity of baptism and the status of the Christian’s new nature itself came into 
question, because theoretically people would be capable of living without sin. Due to this 
“hesitancy between incipient sin and innate good,” the concept of original sin remained 
“fragments of an unmade idea, a half-spoken dogma” until Augustine’s debate with the 
Pelagians, in which he asserted mankind’s utter fallenness due to Adam’s sin and the absolute 
necessity of baptism for each person’s salvation, even infants.3 The non-repeatability of baptism 
and the danger of subsequent sin undoing its salvific effects prompted many Christians before 
and after Augustine to delay baptism until the death bed, but infant baptism became the norm as 
Roman society became thoroughly Christianized and Augustine’s idea of original sin became 
doctrine.4  
 
2 Peter Cramer, Baptism and Change in the Early Middle Ages, c. 200 - c. 1150 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993), 120. 
3 Cramer, Baptism and Change, 118. 
4 Indeed, Fortunatus mentions baptism itself in only a handful of poems, in which he either assumes it has taken 
place or expresses hope that pagans and Jews will one day receive it. Only two explicit mentions of baptism appear 
in the prose lives: VHilarii 7 and 12. One of these stories —almost certainly passed down from the fourth or fifth 
century— refers to the baptism of an entire family; the other —reflecting sixth-century practice— refers to an infant 
being raised from the dead to receive baptism. Interestingly, Hilary’s baptism of the family appears neither in the 
VMartini nor in the Chron. of Sulpicius Severus, both of which Fortunatus borrows from extensively in the VHilarii. 
On deathbed baptism, see Hugh M. Riley, Christian Initiation: a Comparative Study of the Interpretation of the 
Baptismal Liturgy in the Mystagogical Writings of Cyril of Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia 
and Ambrose of Milan (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1974), 213; Jos Janssens, Vita e 
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Thus, by the late sixth century in well-Christianized Gaul, all sin was, for all intents and 
purposes, post-baptismal sin, and the most basic spiritual concern of the church was dealing with 
it in all its inevitability. Contemporary homiletics and penitential thought offer some guidance on 
this issue, albeit from the highly normative perspective of Gallic bishops. Caesarius of Arles 
delineated two basic gradations of penance according to the gravity of the sin in question.5 The 
 
morte del cristiano negli epitafi di Roma anteriori al sec. VII (Rome: Università Gregoriana, 1981), 33; Victor 
Saxer, Les Rites de l'initiation chrétienne du IIe au VIe siècle: esquisse historique et signification d'après leurs 
principaux témoins (Spoleto: Centro Italiano di Studi sull'alto Medioevo, 1988), 424. On infant baptism, see K. 
Aland, Did the Early Church Baptize Infants? (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963); J.-C. Didier, “Une 
Adaptation de la liturgie baptismale au baptême des enfants dans l’Église ancienne,” Melanges de Science 
Religieuse 22 (1965), 79-90; E. Ferguson, “Inscriptions and the origin of infant baptism,” Journal of Theological 
Studies, n.s., 30 (1979), 37-46; J. Jeremias, Infant Baptism in the First Four Centuries, trans. D. Cairns (London: 
Westminster Press, 1960); J. Jeremias, The Origins of Infant Baptism: A Further Study in Reply to Kurt Aland 
(Naperville, Il.: A.R. Allenson, 1963); S. Poque, “Un sourci d'Augustin: La persévérance des chrétiens baptisés dans 
leur enfance,” Bulletin de Littérature Ecclésiastique 88 (1987): 273-286; D.F. Wright, “The origins of infant 
baptism -child believers' baptism?”, Scottish Journal of Theology 40 (1987), 1-23; D.F. Wright, “How controversial 
was the development of infant baptism in the early Church?”, in Church, Word, and Spirit: Historical and 
Theological Essays in Honor of Geoffrey W. Bromley, eds. J.E. Bradley and R.A. Muller (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. 
Eerdmans, 1987). 
5 On the general history of penance as part of the liturgy in the Latin church, see Pierre-Marie Gy, “Histoire 
liturgique du Sacrement de Pénitence,” La Maison-Dieu 56 (1958), 5-21, and S.I. Galtier, Aux Origines du 
Sacrement de Penitence (Rome: Aedes Universitatis Gregorianae, 1951); on conceptions of penance from the New 
Testament to the twentieth century, see Pierre Adnes, “Pénitence,” in M. Viller, F. Cavallera et al., eds., 
Dictionnaire de Spiritualité: Ascétique et Mystique, Doctrine et Histoire, vol. 12 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1983), 1.943-
1010; on informal penance in the early Middle Ages, see Richard Price, “Informal penance in Early Medieval 
Christendom,” in Kate Cooper and Jeremy Gregory, eds., Retribution, Repentance, and Reconciliation: Papers Read 
at the 2002 Summer Meeting and the 2003 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society (Suffolk, UK: 
Boydell Press, 2004), 29-38; on penance in late antique Gaul, see Cyrille Vogel, La Discipline Pénitentielle en 
Gaule: des Origines a la fin du VIIe Siècle (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1952) and Idem., “La paenitentia in extremis 
chez Césaire évêque d’Arles,” Studia Patristica 5 (1962), 416-432; on changing notions of God’s mercy and thus of 
penance in the post-Roman world, see Peter Brown, “Vers la naissance du purgatoire: Amnistie et pénitence dans le 
christianisme occidental de l’Antiquité tardive au Haut Moyen Age,” Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales 52 
(1997), 1247-1261. Some mid-twentieth-century scholars claimed to have detected a decline and fall of the 
sacrament of penance after the late fourth century, supposedly brought about by the laity’s moral degeneration: see 
Bernard Poschmann, Penance and the Anointing of the Sick, trans. F. Courtney (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1964), 123; C. Vogel, “La discipline pénitentielle en Gaule des origines au IXe siècle: Le dossier hagiographique,” 
Revue des sciences religieuses 30 (1956), 23; Idem, Le pécheur et la péniténce dans l’église ancienne (Paris: Cerf, 
1966), 27–28. More recent scholarship has begun to revise this view: see Mayke de Jong, “Transformations of 
Penance,” in F. Theuws and J.L. Nelson, eds., Rituals of Power: From late Antiquity to the early Middle Ages 
(Leiden: Brill, 2000), 185-224; Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200–
1000, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003), 255–256; and Kevin Uhalde, “Juridical Administration in the 
Church and Pastoral Care in Late Antiquity,” in Abigail Firey, ed., A New History of Penance (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 
101. However, even some recent scholarship continues to neglect the importance of daily, informal penance in the 
religious life of the laity, conceiving penance as a purely liturgical or sacramental act: see Rob Meens, “The 
Historiography of Early Medieval Penance,” in Firey, ed., New History of Penance, 73-95; Idem., Penance in 
Medieval Europe, 600-1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 12-36; and C. Vogel, “Penitence,” in 
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graver sins —peccata capitalia— included but were not limited to “sacrilege, murder, adultery, 
false testimony, theft, rapine, pride, envy, avarice, long-maintained anger, drunkenness (if 
frequent), detraction, the crasser types of superstition, fornication and abortion.”6 Whether 
spurred by conscience or by excommunication, the Christian could atone for these sins only by 
confessing them to a priest or bishop; he or she would then dress in somber clothes, crop his or 
her hair and be suspended from the Eucharist for the duration of the period of penance.7 The 
duration depended on the seriousness of the sin, but penances lasting longer than two years 
appear to have been rare in sixth-century Gaul.  The penitent’s change of garb and exclusion 
from the defining rituals of the Christian community signified the very public nature of penance 
as practiced according to the canons; during mass, penitents stood in the rear of the church and 
were given a benedictio paenitentum by the bishop.8 Even after completing penance, former 
penitents (reconciliati) were expected to abide by certain life-long strictures: they could not 
 
Encyclopedia of the Early Church, 2 vols. (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 1992), 667-668; against this tendency, 
see Uhalde, “Juridical Administration,” 98. 
6 Caes.Arel. Serm. 19.2, CCL 103.88: “Et quia crimina capitalia, it est, homicidium, adulterium, furtum, falsum 
testimonium, non solum homines de caelo iactant, sed ad inferna transmittunt, reliqua cotidiana peccata, quae 
numquam desunt, adsiduis elimosinis sarciamus, remittentes inimicis nostris quae in nos peccaverint”; Caes.Arel. 
Serm. 179.2, CCL 104.724: “Et quamvis apostolus capitalia plura commemoraverit, nos tamen, ne desperationem 
facere videamur, breviter dicimus quae illa sint. Sacrilegium, homicidium, adulterium, falsum testimonium, furtum, 
rapina, superbia, invidia, avaritia, et, si longo tempore teneatur, iracundia, ebrietas, si assidua sit, et detractio in 
eorum numero computantur”; Beck, Pastoral Care of Souls, 189. 
7 On excommunication in Gallic church councils, see Ralph W. Mathisen, “Les pratiques de l’excommunication 
d’après la législation conciliaire en Gaule (Ve-VIe siècle),” in B. Caseau, et al., eds., Pratiques de l’Eucharistie en 
Orient et en Occident (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 2009), 539-560 and C. Vogel, “Les sanctions infligées aux 
laïcs et aux clercs par les conciles gallo-romains et mérovingiens,” Revue de droit canonique 2 (1952), 5-29; and 
Jacques Péricard, “L’excommunication dans le royaume franc: Quelques remarques sur le législation canonique et 
ses contournements (Ve-IXe siècle),” in G. Bührer-Thierry and S Gioanni, eds., Exclure de la communauté 
chrétienne: sense et pratiques sociales de l’anathème et de l’excommunication (IVe-XIIe siècle) (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2015), 21-28. On the late antique development of excommunication as a punitive process, see Jean Gaudemet, “Note 
sur l’excommunication,” Cristianesimo nella Storia: Richerche Storiche, Esegetiche, Teologiche 16 no.2 (1995), 
285-306; on excommunication in pastoral care in post-Roman Gaul, see C. Vogel, La Discipline Pénitentielle en 
Gaule, 116-127. On excommunication in Gaul in the fourth and fifth centuries, see Jean Gaudemet, “Les formes 
anciennes de l’excommunication,” Revue des Sciences Religieuses 23 (1949), 68-71. 
8 Beck, Pastoral Care of Souls, 193-95. 
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serve in the army, join the clergy or (at least theoretically) break their penitential vow of 
continence.9 
 Penance for peccata capitalia, however, was extraordinary. The vast majority of lay men 
and women would have been held only to the more prosaic actions required to absolve the 
peccata minuta, or everyday sins.10 To Caesarius these included, among others, “tardiness in 
rising for church; marital relations for ends other than procreation; negligence in visiting the sick 
and imprisoned; failure to restore harmony between enemies when the opportunity presented 
itself; harshness with one’s family or servants; flattery of the strong.”11  These sins required no 
formal penance or confession; the sinner could decide for him- or herself how to redeem the soul 
from these sins. Almsgiving and visiting the sick and imprisoned were popular options held out 
by pastors, along with welcoming strangers and reconciling adversaries.12 Good works intended 
to expiate minor sins are often indistinct from those intended to cultivate positive internal 
virtues. The “good works” Caesarius prescribed for penitents included not only almsgiving but 
also fasting, prayer and humility, and he frequently impressed upon his audience their myriad 
 
9 Harry Neff Waldron, “Expressions of Religious Conversion Among Laymen Remaining within Secular Society in 
Gaul, 400-800 A.D.” (PhD diss., The Ohio State University, 1976), 150-51; Beck, Pastoral Care of Souls, 198.  
10 For a similar demarcation between more serious and less serious sins —in this case, crimina and parva peccata— 
see Jul.Pom. De vita contemp. 2.7.3, PL 59.452A-B. 
11 Caes.Arel. Serm. 64.2, CCL 103.275: “Cogitemus, ex quo sapere coepimus, quid pro iuramentis, quid pro 
periuriis, quid pro maledictis, quid pro detractionibus, quid pro otiosis sermonibus, quid pro odio, quid pro ira, quid 
pro invidia, quid pro concupiscentia mala, quid pro gula, quid pro somnolentia, quid pro sordidis cogitationibus, 
quid pro concupiscentia oculorum, quid pro exasperatione pauperum, quod aut tarde aut difficile Christum in carcere 
visitavimus, quod discordes ad concordiam non toto et integro animo revocavimus, quod ecclesia ieiunante prandere 
voluimus, quod in ipsa ecclesia stantes, dum sanctae lectiones legerentur, otiosis fabulis occupati fuimus, quod aut 
psallendo aut orando aliquotiens aliud quam oportuit cogitavimus, quod in conviviis nostris non semper quae sancta, 
sed aliquotiens quae sunt luxuriosa locuti sumus.”  Caes.Arel. Serm. 44.6, CCL 44.198. Beck, Pastoral Care of 
Souls, 188.  
12 Caes.Arel. Serm. 14.2, 64.2, 68.1, 157.5, 179.3, 198.3; Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 38. 
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opportunities to perform good works in daily life, whether through external, physical acts or 
through private devotions.13 
Many lay men and women who wished to pursue a more religious life voluntarily took up 
these practices as a lifelong occupation by becoming conversi.  Those in this category were 
clearly distinguished from both temporary penitents and monks bound by a vow. They received 
tonsure and ascetic garb (mutatio vestimenti) and underwent “a ritual involving imposition of 
hands, ashes, and the symbolic placing of the cilicium upon the head by the bishop.” They were 
expected to pray, fast and attend church regularly.14 Sexual abstinence was a requirement of all 
penitents, and any married person who chose the penitential life was expected to live continently 
with his or her spouse. While not, like temporary penitents, formally excluded from the 
eucharist, voluntary penitents appear to have excluded themselves as a sign of their 
unworthiness.15 Ironically, the ascetic lifestyle that conversi often took up out of a sense of moral 
guilt actually lent them something of a reputation for holiness in the community. The author of 
the Vita Praejecti refers to three penitents respectively as “monk,” “servant of God” and 
“witness of Christ.”16 Voluntary penance appealed to spiritually-minded laymen because it 
provided a formal, recognized regimen of religious observance that did not require total 
renunciation of one’s possessions and relations. Indeed, enthusiasm for joining the penitential 
order appears to have been so high that people sometimes did so rashly, without considering the 
arduousness of its demands. Gallic councils of the fifth century often issued onerous sanctions 
 
13 Caes.Arel. Serm. 67.3; Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 42. 
14 Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 124-126. 
15 Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 136.  
16 Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 128. 
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for penitents who had abandoned the penitential life, and the Council of Agde (506) advised 
caution in admitting young (that is, more libidinous) people to voluntary penance;17 the Council 
of Orléans (538) further decreed that married penitents must first obtain permission of their 
spouse.18  
While good works and religious observance tended to be bishops’ preferred methods of 
atoning for sins, occasionally they highlighted the salvific potential of praying to the saints, 
imitating them and serving their cults. In a sermon discouraging deathbed penance, Caesarius 
noted the saints’ ability to strengthen the penitent’s resolve: “Frequenting the threshold of the 
saints [careless souls] could beg their help against vice, and by devoting themselves to fasting, 
prayer and almsgiving strive to punish rather than to nourish or increase their sins.”19 The saints’ 
help also came in the form of intercession with God on the sinner’s behalf. In the closing to his 
poem on the cell of St. Martin, Fortunatus emphasizes Martin’s role as precator and asks that he 
bring pious words (pia verba) to God for his sake (pro Fortunato).20 Gregory of Tours believed 
that the saints could even save their devotees from hellfire in the afterlife.21 Finally, it was 
believed that the saints were able to cleanse sins through their own power, though how they did 
so is never entirely clear. An inscription from a church of St. Martin reads: “The confessor, 
 
17 Conc.Agde a. 506, can. 15, CCL 148.208. 
18 Conc.Orléans a. 538, can. 24: CCL 148a.123; Rob Meens, Penance in Medieval Europe: 600-1200 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 27.  
19 Caes.Arel. Serm. 61.3: “Sanctorum etiam limina frequentantes, contra ipsa peccata ipsorum adiutoria postularent, 
et ieiuniis orationibus sive elymosinis insistentes magis punire quam nutrire vel addere peccata ipsa contenderent”; 
see also Dyn.Mass. VMarii 1 (1), PL 80.27: “et minus perfecti eorumdem actuum exemplis inflammati, ad bene 
operandum studeant insudare.”  
20 Ven.Fort. Carm. 1.5.  
21 Greg.Tur. De virt.Mart., 4, praef. On Gregory’s rather murky vision of the afterlife, see Isabel Moreira, Heaven’s 
Purge: Purgatory in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 77. 
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martyr and apostle, Martin, with his cross defeated by his merits, watches over this place in 
heaven at the tomb –may he remember [us] and, cleansing the faults of wretched life, may he 
hide our sins with his merits.”22 In his collection of Martin’s miracles, Gregory prayed “that he 
purify my heart and my mind, . . . that he cleanse my thoughts from wicked desires, and that he 
dissolve and overturn my entire mass of misdeeds.”23 
Sources of sin were many and varied for the laity of sixth-century Gaul, but so were the 
means at their disposal to expiate sin and cultivate positive virtues. The possibilities included 
ascetic practices like fasting and vigils, giving humanitarian aid to the poor and sick, service to 
the church, and others. To the Christian striving to ward off sin and its polluting effects, the 
saints were especial assistants with the power to absolve and fortify the soul against it. The 
following sections will examine the ways Fortunatus used stories of the saints to promote the 
laity’s avoidance and expiation of sin. The saints and pious secondary characters served as 
positive examples to encourage good deeds and the cultivation of positive virtues; much more 
commonly, however, Fortunatus depicts punishment incurred through sin which required both 
healing and absolution from the saint. 
Pastoral Intent in Fortunatus’ Prefatory Remarks 
In a few places, Fortunatus offers rather direct statements about the pastoral and edificatory 
intent of his narratives. The most explicit of these appear in the dedicatory epistles and 
introductory passages just before the beginning of the narratives. In these passages, Fortunatus 
highlights the lives’ commemorative role and expresses hope that the saints’ example will 
 
22 “Confessor meritis martyr cruce apostolus actu martinus coelo praeminet hic tumulo sit memor et miserae purgans 
peccamina vitae occultet meritis crimina nostra suis.” E. Le Blant, ed., Inscriptions Chrétiennes de la Gaule 
anterieur au VIIIe siècle, vol. 1 (Paris, 1856), 240. 
23 Greg.Tur. De virt.Mart. 2.60: “ut . . . mundet cor et mentem a lurida lepra luxoriae, purget cogitationes a 
concupiscentiis pravis atque omnem a me facinorum molem diluat ac prosternat”; see Moreira, Heaven’s Purge, 74. 
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encourage moral improvement in their devotees. As will be seen, however, Fortunatus 
envisioned edification of lay and monastic audiences operating in slightly different ways, with 
the latter being called to imitation, and the former to admiration, of the saint. 
In the dedicatory epistle to the Vita Albini, amidst his florid praises for Domitianus and 
confessions of literary inadequacy, Fortunatus explained at some length what effect he hoped the 
life would have on its audience:  
It will stand forth with a double benefit to the people, as in him they might discern 
things to be admired which they should have cultivated and see in themselves 
qualities they might wisely improve, that is while in one they acquire knowledge 
of everything to be praised, in themselves they will not put off to restrain the 
faults of each one, so that to that extent the single narrative of the blessed man 
might become a public cure of the audience.24  
 
Duplici beneficio populis consulitura, dum et in illo cernerent admiranda quae 
colerent et in se respicerent quod unusquisque sagaciter emendaret, id est dum 
apud unum tot praedicanda cognoscerent, apud se resecare vitia singuli non 
differrent, quatenus tam unica beati viri relatio medella publica fieret audientium. 
 
Listening to and reflecting upon the stories of the saint should inspire a certain double-movement 
within the soul: on the one hand, learning from example beneficial qualities that they should 
nurture and, on the other, recognizing and uprooting sins within themselves. In a conflation of 
medical and spiritual healing that also characterizes the lives’ large number of healing miracles, 
Fortunatus says that in this way the life will be a “public cure for the audience.”25 
 After the dedicatory epistle, Fortunatus commences the Vita Albini proper with a general 
introductory statement on the praise to be heaped upon the saints by communities of the faithful: 
The life of religious men is as bright with merits as it is abundant with the voice 
of the people, because, while it gives favors to all of them, in its praise it excites 
 
24 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 1 (1). 
25 See Ehlen, Venantius-Interpretationen, 110; see also the mention of edification in VHilarii 1 (1): “Inrefragabiliter 
veteris dispositionis ac catholici dogmatis fundamentum custos observans et ad aedificationem plebis amantissimae 
veluti bonus instructor adiciendo aliquid culmen fabricae continuare festinans non sine timore divino.” 
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the tongues of all, and, to make this public most acutely, the life and works of the 
blessed Albinus are led forth to the community. 
 
Religiosorum vita virorum quantum est meritis clarior tantum voce crebrior 
populorum, quia dum illis universis beneficia tribuit, in suam laudem linguas 
excitat singulorum, ad quod perspicacissime propalandum vita vel gesta 
beatissimi Albini deducantur ad medium.26 
 
This use of the singular vita in reference to the lives of multiple saints is interesting, because it 
predates Gregory of Tours’ much more widely-noted usage in the title of his hagiographical 
collection, the Vita patrum.27 After briefly discussing the ancient grammarians’ varying opinions 
as to whether the word vita has a plural, Gregory explains that the lives of the saints warrant a 
singular designation because “there is a diversity of merits and virtues among them, but one life 
of the body sustains them all in this world.”28 Heffernan interprets this passage as referring to 
“the developing Christian idea that the saints share collectively in the luminous life of the 
incarnate Christ,” and Fortunatus seems to be similarly distinguishing saintly lives as a separate 
category.29 The largely passive or supportive role of the populus in this passage further 
reinforces this separation –as he sends blessings from on high, he rouses the people to proclaim 
his praises. 
 
26 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 5 (10). 
27 Marc Van Uytfanghe, “L’hagiographie en Occident de la Vita Antonii aux Dialogues de Grégoire le Grand: 
Genèse et occupation du terrain,” in Gregorio Magno e l’agiografia fra IV e VII secolo, eds. Antonella 
Degl’Innocenti, et al. (Florence, 2007), 42; Heinzelmann, “L’hagiographie mérovingienne,” 65; John Kitchen, 
Saints’ Lives and the Rhetoric of Gender: Male and Female in Merovingian Hagiography (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), 209 n.200. 
28 Greg.Tur. Vita patr. preface: “Cum sit diversitas meritorum virtutumque, una tamen omnes vita corporis alit in 
mundo.” See Thomas J. Heffernan, Sacred Biography: Saints and Their Biographers in the Middle Ages (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1988), 7. 
29 Thomas J. Heffernan, Sacred Biography: Saints and Their Biographers in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 7. 
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 The wording of the above passage, intended to be heard by the faithful of Angers, is 
important for the subtle but significant ways it differs from that of a similar passage in the Vita 
Paterni, originally addressed to Abbot Martianus and his monastic community at Scissy. Besides 
being more ornate, this passage shows important pastoral differences from the Vita Albini: 
namely, instead of reserving praise explicitly and solely for the saint, it remains open to 
interpretation as praise for the community’s asceticism: 
The laudable deeds of religious men, ripened by the constant overflowing of 
virtue and raised up to the peak of sacred benediction by venerable works, 
declared by the faithful’s testimony of miracles of a time now past and by 
enduring merits, always stand before our eyes, even if they are not held fixed on 
pages, because he who stands out in the proofs of his own glory does not need a 
foreign witness. And nevertheless the devoted flock is strengthened by the help of 
the shepherd, whenever it is refreshed by listening to the miracles being told. 
 
Religiosorum gesta praedicabilia subcrescente provectu virtutis adulta ac 
venerandis operibus in cumulum sacratae benedictionis educta, miraculorum 
fidelium iam transmissi temporis testimonio declarata ac vivacibus meritis semper 
adsistunt oculis, etsi non adfixa teneantur in paginis, quoniam extrinsecus advena 
teste non indiget qui domesticae gloriae documentis excellit. Et tamen 
corroboratur grex devotus de pastoris suffragio, quotiens praemissarum virtutum 
ipso recreatur auditu.30 
 
There is a double-referentiality running through this passage. By replacing vita with gesta and 
dropping virorum, Fortunatus leaves the identity of the religiosi here ambiguous –grammatically 
and doctrinally it could refer equally to people leading the religious life and to the saints.31 The 
clauses dependent on gesta draw out this ambiguity. If gesta is construed as referring to the 
saints’ miracles, for example, then the phrases “subcrescente provectu virtutis adulta” and 
“venerandis operibus . . . educta” can refer to the saint’s ascetic preparation for his miraculous 
 
30 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 2 (7-8). 
31 Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 225. 
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career and to the miracles themselves, respectively.32 However, gesta can also be read as 
alluding to the monks’ own asceticism, in which case these two phrases can refer to their 
cultivation of virtues and ascetic praxis, respectively. Continuing this ambiguity, if the previous 
clauses are understood as referring to the saints, then “miraculorum fidelium iam transmissi 
temporis testimonio declarata ac vivacibus meritis” refers to the proof of the saints’ virtue (or 
power) provided by testimony of their miracles; however, this clause can also be read as meaning 
that Martianus’ community makes its own righteousness (gesta praedicabilia) known by 
testifying to the saints’ miracles and through merits that endure from the time of Albinus. 
 The final clauses of the passage tend to resolve this ambiguity —for what, besides the 
saint’s miracles, would be “held fixed on pages”? — but it also intensifies it by emphasizing the 
very real presence of the saint’s deeds in the monastery: despite the absence of any written 
record, they “always stand before the eyes.” In this introductory passage, Paternus’ past and 
present virtuous acts and the monks’ cultivation of merits are intertwined grammatically and 
logically in such a way that it is difficult to tell where one ends and the other begins. 
 This conflation owes much to the fact that some of Martianus’ monks would have lived 
under Paternus’ governance as abbot before his episcopacy.33 In this dedication, Fortunatus 
compliments Martianus’ monks for emulating their monastic founder so closely and encourages 
them to conceive Paternus’ miracles as synonymous with the monastic life, the venerable works 
of which include the reading of Paternus’ miracles themselves. This cyclical relationship 
between vita and monastic life could establish a powerful tradition of veneration of St. Paternus 
in the many monasteries he founded in northwestern Gaul. 
 
32Fortunatus uses the superlative vocative venerandissime to address Martianus in VPaterni 1 (1).  
33 Paternus became bishop in 551 or 552; see PLRE 3B.970. 
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 For the purposes of this study, this passage from the Vita Paterni is most important as a 
point of contrast with the approach to pastoral care seen in the Vita Albini. Unlike that of 
Paternus, the life of the bishop of Angers posits a certain distance between the saint and his 
devotees even while encouraging them to imitate the saint. Strictly speaking, the saint is an 
object of observation and a point of departure for introspection. The laity’s life, however 
virtuous, is never integrated into that of the saint. Fortunatus saw monasticism as a refuge from 
the polluting effect of the secular world; those outside the monastery walls required guidance and 
absolution from the saints if they were to receive salvation. The following sections will discuss 
the ways in which Fortunatus sought to contribute to the laity’s moral improvement through the 
lives’ narratives, examining first the positive examples set by the saint and other, non-saintly 
characters and, secondly, the many negative examples set by lay and clerical characters who seek 
out the saint for aid. 
Lay and Saintly Piety in the Lives 
 The admiranda that Fortunatus wished to impress upon his audience are, naturally, most 
frequently associated with the saints. Aside from the humanitarian ethic inherent in the saints’ 
many miracle stories, in a few places Fortunatus mentions their more mundane actions and habits 
that laypeople could emulate, to some extent, in the secular world. Most of these are ascetic in 
nature, particularly fasting,34 vigils,35 and frequent prayer.36 He also mentions abstract qualities 
such as humility, chastity, obedience and faith frequently. Like Caesarius, Fortunatus placed 
 
34 Ven.Fort. VGermani 44 (122); Idem., VRadegundis 6 (16), 21 (50) and 22 (52); Idem., VAlbini 6 (15); Idem., 
VPaterni 9 (29); Idem., VMarcelli 4 (14); Idem., VSeverini 4. 
35 Ven.Fort. VGermani 3 (10), 9 (28), 12 (41), 75 (200); Idem., VRadegundis 22 (53); Idem., VAlbini 6 (15); Idem., 
VSeverini 1. 
36 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 6 (17); Idem., VAlbini 6 (15). 
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special emphasis on charity and almsgiving. The lives of both Germanus and Paternus include 
stories of the saint depleting a monastery’s food supply through zealous almsgiving, and the life 
of Radegund depicts the royal saint giving lavishly to monasteries, churches and the poor in her 
early ascetic career.37 
As Bailey has noted, because the saint’s conversion from secular to religious life was an 
integral component of hagiography, hagiographers used narratives of the saint’s early life to 
provide models of virtuous lay behavior.38 This is seen most prominently in depictions of the 
saint manifesting exceptional virtue and maturity even as a young child, the puer senex. 
Paternus, as a “growing monk,” “through the inspiration of heaven took up from the years of 
infancy itself the reins of a mature life,”39 and Marcellus “gave himself completely to heavenly 
discipline, so that, mature from infancy itself, he might ascend as if he carried nothing of the 
flesh, though placed in the body.”40 As these descriptions of precocious virtue suggest, however, 
this topos served primarily to mark the child as destined for sainthood, not to place realistic 
expectations upon regular laypersons’ behavior. A more imitable example of lay piety appears in 
the life of Hilary, where Fortuantus says that he abstained from socializing with Jews and 
heretics, enjoined other laypeople to perform pious works and instructed them in Christian 
doctrine.41 Even this, however, is framed within a broader discourse on Hilary’s nearly super-
 
37 Ven.Fort. VGermani 3 (10); Idem., VPaterni 7 (20); Idem., VRadegundis 13 (29-32). 
38 Bailey, Religious Worlds, 119. 
39 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 3 (9): “Caelesti inspiratione ab ipsis annis infantiae maturae vitae frena suscepit et in 
monasterium Enessione iugum dominicae culturae monachicus gestaturus expetivit.” 
40 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 4 (14): “Sed cum Christo pauper iste regnavit, qui in humilitatis conversatione, in caritatis 
ubertate, in castitatis lumine, in ieiuniorum pinguedine ita se totum caelesti tradidit disciplinae, ut ab ipsa infantia 
maturus ascenderet et positus in corpore quasi nihil de carne portaret.” 
41 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 3 (9-11).  
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human inclination towards holiness, which even from his infancy proved “that Christ had 
commanded that he be reared for Him as a conscript soldier for the winning glory of his cause.”42 
The early life of Radegund presents a more realistic image of lay piety. Though born as a 
Thuringian princess and claimed as the future wife of Clothar after the Frankish conquest of her 
kingdom, the adolescent Radegund set her heart on a religious calling, often feeding other 
children with scraps from the table and “playing church” with them, solemnly trooping into the 
oratory with an improvised wooden cross.43 During and after her marriage to Clothar, Radegund 
eschewed the trappings of royalty, choosing instead to give her wealth in alms to the poor and to 
wash the bodies of the poor and infirm.44 Though Fortunatus clearly fashions his account to show 
that Radegund was destined for sainthood, some elements of it reflect standard pastoral 
exhortations to lay congregations.45 Almsgiving was an easy way to atone for minor sins in the 
preaching of Caesarius of Arles and Martin of Braga, and the former encouraged his 
congregation not only to wash the feet of strangers but also to provide for their every necessity.46 
 In a passage that might give a glimpse into private lay devotional practices, Fortunatus 
suggests that learning to read and write was an important stage in Radegund’s early religious 
development. Immediately before describing her childhood desire to be martyred if the 
opportunity should arise, he noted that she was being “taught letters and other things suitable to 
 
42 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 3 (7): “Cuius a cunabulis tanta sapientia primitiva lactabatur infantia, ut iam tunc potuisset 
intellegi, Christum in suis causis pro obtinenda victoria necessarium sibi iussisse militem propagari.” 
43 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 2 (3). 
44 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 3 (10), 4 (12).  
45 See Bailey, Religious Worlds, 119-120. 
46 Caes.Arel. Serm. 6.7, 10.3, 12.4, 14.1, 60.4; Mart.Brac. De corr.rust. 17. 
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her sex.”47 Interestingly, in his account of the life of Vulfolaic, Gregory of Tours also highlighted 
the saint’s learning to read as part of his development from a young devotee of St. Martin to a 
monastic disciple of Abbot Aredius of Limoges.48 These brief references to lay literacy 
acquisition prior to entering the religious life might reflect the value Gallic pastors placed on the 
reading of edifying works as a necessary element of lay Christians’ spiritual improvement. 
Caesarius encouraged his decidedly unsaintly and socially diverse flock to spend a few hours 
each day reading the divine lessons at home, especially during the long nights of winter.49 It is 
impossible to form a complete picture of the laity’s reading habits because of the fragmentary 
nature of the evidence, but Vulfolaic’s early devotion to Martin and Radegund’s burgeoning 
desire for martyrdom in her “grammar school” years suggest that saints’ vitae and passiones 
were part of the lay repertoire.50 
 Secondary lay characters also occasionally demonstrate outstanding piety, especially with 
regard to showing gratitude and reverence to the saint. In the Vita Germani, a certain matron 
named Anna sends two loads of bread to the monastery of St. Symphorian just as Germanus, 
then abbot, is facing backlash from his hungry monks for giving away their provisions in alms.51 
Later in the life, this same Anna, perhaps as a reward for her piety, received a vision of 
 
47 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 2 (5): “Quae puella inter alia opera quae sexui eius congruebant litteris est erudite, 
frequenter loquens cum parvulis, si conferret sors temporis, martyra fieri cupiens.” 
48 Greg.Tur. Hist. 8.15; on Aredius, see PCBE 4.185-190. 
49 Caes.Arel. Serm. 6.2, 7.1, 196.2, 198.5; Alberto Ferreiro, “Frequenter Legere: The Propagation of Literacy, 
Education and Divine Wisdom in Caesarius of Arles,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 43 (1992), 9; Bailey, 
Religious Worlds, 142. 
50 On the “surprisingly large place” of reading in the private devotions of conversi, see Waldron, “Religious 
Conversion,” 52.  
51 Ven.Fort. VGermani 3 (11). 
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Germanus horned like Moses as he came down from Mount Sinai.52 In the same vita, King 
Childebert sets an example of outstanding generosity by giving the saint six thousand solidi to 
spend on the poor; when the saint spends half of the sum and attempts to return the rest, the king 
insists that he use the whole amount and adds golden dishes and silver vessels to the pile. 
Fortunatus describes the ensuing charity as something of a competition between the king, who 
wished to give as much as possible, and the bishop, who strived to dispose of it, and he embeds 
within this description an analogy to sowing and reaping possibly inspired by 2 Corinthians 9:10-
11: “There was a desired competition between priest and king. . . . that they might sow golden 
seed and, after the reapers, reap golden riches from the field: that the priest might be made rich 
by the regal treasure and that the grace of the priest might blossom in the king.”53 As in the Vita 
Radegundis and in Caesarius’ sermons, almsgiving again emerges in these examples as a central 
element of lay piety. 
 Unlike Anna and Childebert, however, most laypeople in the lives who demonstrate 
exemplary piety do so in gratitude for their miraculous healing by the saint, and this piety usually 
takes the form of entry into the clergy or a monastery. Two lepers named Castorius and Crispio 
were healed when they applied dust from the tomb of St. Hilary to their bodies; thereafter they 
remained “until their death devoted to the allegiance of the one by whom they had been cured,” 
 
52 Ven.Fort. VGermani 7 (23). 
53 Ven.Fort. VGermani 13 (45): “Erat ergo expectanda contentio inter sacerdotem et principem. . . . thesauros ut 
spargerent et de suis talentis egeni ditiscerent, festini ad futura lucra, ut bratheum semen sererent et post messores 
accederent aurolentam per segetem: ut sacerdos locupletaretur regalibus thesauris et in regem floreret gratia 
sacerdotis”; 2 Cor. 9:10-11: “qui autem administrat semen seminanti et panem ad manducandum praestabit et 
multiplicabit semen vestrum et augebit incrementa frugum iustitiae vestrae ut in omnibus locupletati abundetis in 
omnem simplicitatem quae operatur per nos gratiarum actionem Deo.” 
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and they became a deacon and a subdeacon, respectively.54 A girl brought back from the brink of 
death by Germanus “afterwards ended her happy life in the monastery of the blessed Radegund,” 
of which Germanus was an important episcopal supporter.55 A boy named Probianus who was 
brought back to life at the tomb of St. Hilary grew up to become bishop of Bourges and made an 
annual tribute to the saint’s shrine.56 
Though these examples of “lay” piety involve the official casting off of one’s lay status 
through clerical or monastic conversion, they are reflective of more informal institutions of 
lifelong lay devotion to the saints as expressed through regular gifts, residence at the shrine 
and/or taking up the life of a conversus.57 Gregory of Tours records several instances of 
laypeople taking up a more ascetic life or dedicating themselves to the service of a saint. A blind 
woman of Tours was healed at Martin’s cell in Candes and remained there until her death.58 
When a slave named Veranus fell ill with gout, his master, the priest Symon, promised Martin 
that he would free him and commit him to the saint’s service in return for healing; once cured, 
Veranus dutifully received tonsure as a conversus and took up residence at the shrine.59 Finally, 
the aforementioned story of Vulfolaic shows how the cult of the saints could inspire people to 
 
54 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 4 (14): “Ex quibus Castorius diaconus et Crispio subdiaconus institutus ad eius obsequium 
usque in finem suum per quem sanati sunt adhaeserunt.” 
55 Ven.Fort. VGermani 34 (101): “Quae post in monasterio beatae Radegundis felicioris vitae terminum 
consummavit.”  
56 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 3 (10); on Probianus, see PCBE 4.1533.  
57 On the porous boundary between penitents and ordinary laymen, see Uhalde, “Juridical Administration,” 100. 
58 Greg.Tur. De virt.Mart. 3.22. 
59 Greg.Tur. De virt.Mart. 2.4. On the great importance of tonsure as a “constitutive act in making one a conversus,” 
see Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 207-217. 
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greater piety through different stages of life. As a child, though knowing almost nothing about 
St. Martin, he would keep vigils in the saint’s name, and he gave alms in devotion to him.60 
 The divergence between Fortunatus’ focus on clerical or monastic conversions and 
Gregory’s inclusion of less formal lay conversions is probably simply a result of their differing 
compilation practices. Gregory, ever on the lookout for new stories of Martin’s virtus and 
overseer of his pilgrimage sites in Tours, recorded many of his miracle stories very soon after the 
event. Fortunatus the foreigner, on the other hand, relying on the memories, rumors and records 
of various third parties, was often writing at a great temporal remove from the miracles 
themselves. Those recipients of miracles whom Fortunatus knew as deacons and bishops may 
well have spent a period of time as conversi before advancing to the clergy. As Waldron notes 
regarding the conversio of saints early in life, “one might expect that conversion led naturally to 
the clericate or monastic life,” but one could not be ordained any less than one year after his 
conversion.61 
Sin, Punishment and Compunction in the Lives 
The vast majority of moral examples in the lives point the way to salvation by depicting the dire 
consequences of sin and the healing and salvation to be found in the saint’s power; in some 
cases, the sinning character also models ideal emotional and cognitive responses to one’s own 
sin.  The most blatant examples of sinful behavior are instances of direct opposition to the saint. 
When Germanus wished to free one Aesarius and his family from slavery, Aesarius’ insolent 
master, Sabaricus, demanded the exorbitant price of eighty solidi, which Germanus paid. Soon 
afterwards, however, Sabaricus was possessed by a demon and had to be brought to Germanus in 
 
60 Greg.Tur. Hist. 8.15. 
61 Waldron, “Religious Conversion,” 58 and 70. 
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chains for exorcism; realizing his misdeed, he returned Germanus’ eighty solidi plus twenty 
more, which were used to erect a cross at the tomb of St. Symphorian.62 When Albinus was 
pressured by his fellow bishops to absolve certain laypeople he had excommunicated for 
contracting an incestuous marriage, he relented and made the sign of the cross over the host by 
which one woman (persona) was about to be absolved; however, she died before taking it in her 
mouth.63 Even simple disrespect to the saints could have dire consequences. A woman of Exmes 
sought redemption from Germanus during his lifetime but did not receive it. Later, when her 
husband advised her to seek redemption at Germanus’ relics, she scoffed and was suddenly 
struck with paralysis; the repentant woman was then carried to the relics and healed.64  
 By far the most common behavioral cause of people’s illnesses in the lives is their failure 
to observe certain religious strictures, especially prohibitions against working on Sundays and 
important feast days. When a certain Cusinus treated his horse for a wound on the Lord’s day, he 
suddenly developed a fever, and his arm began to rot;65 similarly Andulfus, a cleric of the church 
of Paris, was struck with blindness for shaking nuts from a tree on Easter Monday.66 Giselle de 
Nie has written extensively on the physical and affective dynamics of such experiences in the 
works of Gregory of Tours: “As is well known, in the late antique analogical world view, the 
visible could be regarded as a figure —congruous or inverted— of the invisible, and was thereby 
 
62 Ven.Fort. VGermani 10. 
63 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 18 (53). 
64 Ven.Fort. VGermani 56 (150-152). 
65 Ven.Fort. VGermani 49 (136-137). 
66 Ven.Fort. VGermani 51 (140-141). 
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thought to participate in the latter’s qualities.”67 Thus, spiritual corruption and physical illness 
were two sides of the same cosmic coin, and the nature of the former was naturally decipherable 
through meditation on the latter, as seen in the numerous hand ailments resulting from manual 
labor and Andulfus’ blindness on the dies inluminationis.68 In a sermon discouraging the 
treatment of illnesses with phylacteries or charms, Caesarius promised that Christian rituals —
taking the eucharist, anointment with oil and seeking prayer from a priest or deacon— would 
provide spiritual absolution on top of physical healing.69 Fortunatus’ and Gregory’s stories of 
laypeople becoming ill not only warned against sin but also offered the additional remedy of 
recourse to the saints; as seen in the case of the woman of Exmes, the saints’ physical presence 
during their life and their relics after their death were equally salvific.  
 Like most episodes in the Fortunatan prose lives, narratives of misbehavior leading to 
illness, which then leads to repentance and then healing, are usually terse and lacking in 
psychological depth. In many places, the sinner’s repentance for his or her misdeed is absent or 
only implied.70 In a few places, however, Fortunatus uses his secondary characters to show the 
proper emotional response to self-acknowledged sin. He describes Crescentius, whose 
punishment through blindness was discussed in chapter 1, as having “remembered his guilt from 
which the shadowy error invaded him so suddenly” before seeking relief for his eyes and for “the 
 
67 Giselle de Nie, “Iconic alchemy: imaging miracles in late sixth-century Gaul,” Studia Patristica 30 (1997), 160. 
68 See Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 191. 
69 Caes.Arel. Serm. 19.5. 
70 See Ven.Fort. VGermani 14 (46-47), 50 (138-139) and 51 (140-141). 
 101 
 
guilt of his heart.”71 In response to Anna’s aforementioned vision of a horned Germanus, her 
husband, Aebro, from that day forward “did not at all presume to sit in the presence of the holy 
man out of a double merit: partly out of sorrow and partly out of fear.”72 
 The most interesting instance of a sinner reckoning with his own feelings of guilt appears 
in the story of the two merchants who visit Hilary’s tomb in the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii. When 
one suggests that they offer a molded wax candle, which the two owned jointly, to the saint, the 
other refuses to part with it. Nonetheless, they both kneel in prayer at the tomb, and the more 
generous merchant secretly sets the candle before the tomb’s railing. Immediately the candle 
miraculously divides itself into two equal halves, and one half, representing the miserly 
merchant, rolls off to another railing. At this point Fortunatus interjects to offer an explanation 
for the miracle: “It was as if the saint did not want to take what the second devotee had not 
offered him, because he always abhorred what did not come from the heart.”73  
 The passage describing the merchant’s emotions and thought process is worth detailed 
observation. 
Confused and terrified by the guilt of his great shame, since he himself was a 
witness to his admitted sin, seeing for himself that the reproach of his grave error 
had sprung from the root of his own bad conscience and that the crime of his 
secret thought had been revealed on his face, saw, considered, groaned, and wept, 
so that he might cleanse at least by the flowing fount of his tears what he had 
defiled by his sinning heart. Driven by the reproachful judgment of the wax 
candle, he thereafter made greater offerings. 
 
 
71 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 15 (45): “Qui culpam reminiscens unde illum tam repente tenebrosus error invaserit, regressus 
velociter, inpetrata venia, ut culpa cordis exiit oculis lux intravit et doctior post caecitatem servi dei iussa conplevit, 
ut ex hoc crederetur recepisse luminaria magis mentis quam corporis.” 
72 Ven.Fort. VGermani 7 (25): “Cuius causae pavore Aebro eadem die iuxta sanctum sedere nullatenus praesumpsit 
duplice pro merito, maerore pariter et terrore.” 
73 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 11 (31): “Quasi nolens sanctus invadere, quod alter illi devotus non obtulit, quoniam semper 




Admissi criminis se teste confusus et inmensi pudoris reatu perculsus, videns sibi 
a radice suae conscientiae tantae turpitudinis opprobria pullulasse, et in faciem 
suam occultae cogitationis facinora revelata adspexit, consideravit, ingemuit et 
flevit, ut saltim lacrimarum fonte rigante dilueret, quod corde delinquente 
foedavit. Qui postea maiora obtulit exactus, cerae iudicio castigante.74 
 
This miracle of reproach resulting in repentance takes the form of an ordeal: the suspect’s inner 
motives and knowledge are, in effect, tested through the offering of wax, upon which the saint, 
as judge, acts to render his verdict. Legal language (arbiter, reatu, teste) and procedures further 
confirm Hilary’s role as supernatural judge for the community.  
What concerns this study, however, is the deeply psychological nature of this trial. While 
narrating certain public actions, such as the merchant’s confession (se teste), almost 
parenthetically, Fortunatus gives elaborate expression to the man’s internal turmoil. He is 
confused and struck by the wax’ accusation, and, in a certain psychological circularity, even the 
reproach (opprobrium) he suffers is said to have sprung from his own guilty conscience. He sees 
(adspexit) his misdeeds revealed, even thrown in his face (in faciem suam), as it were, but this is 
no physical seeing, for the misdeeds concern his secret thought (occultae cogitationis) against 
making an offering. This sentence ends with a sequence of events that reads almost like a step-
by-step guide to introspection and compunction: he inspects these inner thoughts, groans and 
then cries, and his fountain of tears cleanses his sin.75 Chastened by the judging wax, the 
merchant went on to give greater gifts to the saint. 
 Of course, the explicit pastoral lesson of the story is to be a willing giver to the saint, not 
to cultivate mindfulness of emotions. If we take Fortunatus at his word that such stories were 
 
74 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 11 (33). I have emended Skaff’s “realizing” for videns sibi as “seeing for himself” to 
highlight the merchant’s introspection. Cf. Avit.Vien. Epist. 6, MGH AA 6.2.33. 




intended to stir the audience to moral introspection, however, then the merchant’s example takes 
on greater pastoral significance. First, it warns the audience that the saints have special insight 
into people’s thoughts and that these inner movements are susceptible to public disclosure. More 
importantly, it encourages examination of one’s own thoughts and motivations and models the 
proper expressions of compunction for sin. In so doing, this story merely encapsulates in 
narrative form an identical pastoral lesson from the Eusebius Gallicanus sermons, which enjoyed 
wide circulation in the sixth-century Gaul. Using courtroom imagery similar to Fortunatus’, the 
author of sermon 26 said that each Christian should be “his own witness, accuser, and judge, 
under the judgment of a private examination”76; similarly, the author of sermon 64 said that “we 
should be our own most severe judges and we should anticipate the judgement of the future 
examination through full satisfaction. Here, daily tears and daily weeping should blot out what 
would be consumed by the eternal fire.”77 Though no story of the prose lives matches this one in 
psychological complexity, this episode gives some sense of the ways preachers might have used 
even simpler stories to convey lessons about private examination, contrition and tears for the 
absolution of sins. 
Sin as Captivity in the Lives 
In the prose lives sin causes physical disfigurement, sickness, emotional distress and even death, 
but by far the image most commonly associated with sin is that of enslavement, captivity or  
imprisonment. These images derive ultimately from the New Testament epistles, which 
 
76Eus.Gall. 26.5, CCL 101.305: “Qui placiturus est deo: ipse sibi displicet; ipse sibi quodammodo, sub privatae 
cognitionis sententia, et testis et accusator et iudex est.” 
77Eus.Gall. 64.13, CCL 101A.735: “Ipsi in nobis severissimi iudices simus, et plena satisfactione futuri examinis 
sententiam praecurramus. Hic deleat quotidianus gemitus et quotidianus fletus, quidquid concrematurus erat ignis 
aeternus”; see also Eus.Gall. 14.7, 45.2-3 and Caes.Arel. Serm. 189.2, 197.2; Lisa Kaaren Bailey, “‘Our Own Most 
Severe Judges’: The Power of Penance in the Eusebius Gallicanus Sermons,” in Andrew Cain and Noel Lenski eds., 
The Power of Religion in Late Antiquity (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2009), 203. Translations are Bailey’s.   
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frequently drew on the ancient institutions of slavery and manumission as metaphors for the 
spiritual freedom from sin or the Jewish law to be found in Christ.78 Paul described his human 
inclinations towards sin against the better knowledge of his conscience as “another law in my 
members, fighting against the law of my mind, and captivating me in the law of sin, that is in my 
members.”79 “Stand fast,” he wrote to the Galatians, “and be not held again under the yoke of 
bondage.”80 In 2 Timothy, sins are “snares of the devil” by which he holds people “captive at his 
will.”81 Paul often inverts this image of sin to signify the Christian’s belonging to God: “being 
made free from sin” through Christ, people become “servants of God”82 and “servants of 
justice.”83 
 Fortunatus used images of captivity and slavery to refer to both sin and salvation 
throughout his corpus, but in the prose lives he used them exclusively to signify sin. These 
appear most frequently in the form of prisoner freeings, a miracle category that was particularly 
adaptable to moral allegory; as Isabel Moreira has noted, “in these miracles, the promise of 
healing, spiritual rebirth, salvation, and resurrection were interwoven.”84 Albinus’ freeing of 
 
78 On the metaphor of slavery in the New Testament epistles, see I.A.H. Combes, The Metaphor of Slavery in the 
Writings of the Early Church: From the New Testament to the Beginning of the Fifth Century (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1998), 75-93. 
79 Rom. 7:23: “Video autem aliam legem in membris meis repugnantem legi mentis meae et captivantem me in lege 
peccati quae est in membris meis.” 
80 Gal. 5:1: “State et nolite iterum iugo servitutis contineri.” 
81 2 Tim. 2:26: “Et resipiscant a diaboli laqueis a quo capti tenentur ad ipsius voluntatem.” 
82 Rom. 6:22: “Nunc vero liberati a peccato servi autem facti Deo habetis fructum vestrum in sanctificationem finem 
vero vitam aeternam.” 
83 Rom. 6:18: “Liberati autem a peccato servi facti estis iustitiae.” 
84 Moreira, Heaven’s Purge, 74; see also Jones, Social Mobility, 188-193, and František Graus, “Die Gewalt bei den 
Anfängen des Feudalismus und die ‘Gefangenbefreiungen’ der merowingischen Hagiographie,” Jahrbuch für 
Wirtschaftsgeschichte 1 (1961), 61-156. 
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prisoners from a tower in Angers, for example, evoked for Fortunatus the Christian concepts of 
spiritual rebirth: “the living ones came forth as if from a tomb, giving thanks to the lord Albinus 
in the basilica of saint Maurilius, prostrating themselves at his feet, because he had made the 
suspects return from the tomb to salvation.”85 The daylight that invades the prison upon its 
occupants’ release is a frequent point of soteriological interest. In the Vita Germani, “daylight is 
put back in the prison, the damned proceed from the shadows into the light” when the saint lays 
open the prison doors.86 Just as the daylight represented rebirth, salvation and resurrection, so the 
prison, by extension, would have represented sin and spiritual death. 
Some healing miracles also evoke the image of sin as an imprisoning force. The most 
explicit of these appears in the Vita Marcelli, when the saint, still a subdeacon, heals his bishop 
Prudentius of divinely-inflicted muteness.87 An archdeacon commanded a young cleric named 
Nonnicius to sing, because his voice was delightful to the people, but after he sang Prudentius 
had the boy whipped, because he had wanted another one to sing. Immediately the bishop lost his 
voice and remained mute for three days. Before Marcellus arrives to restore the bishop’s voice, 
Fortunatus offers a lesson on the tendency of envy to backfire on the envious: “Anyone who 
prepares a fall for another now falls, and before he steps in the noose, he himself is held, tied up 
by his captivating sin. But if we want much more to advance the success of others we should 
believe it is ours.”88 Similarly, in the Vita Germani a relative attempts to poison the young saint 
 
85 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 16 (46): “Hinc egressi quasi de sepulchro viventes, in basilica sancti Maurilii domno Albino 
gratias referentes, se ad vestigia eius prostraverunt, eo quod suspectos de funere redire fecerat ad salutem.” 
86 Ven.Fort. VGermani 30 (89): “Dies in carcerem reducitur, damnati de tenebris in lucem procedunt.” 
87 On Prudentius, see PCBE 4.1562. 
88 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 8 (31): “Omnis enim qui alteri lapsum parat iam cecidit, et antequam inducat in laqueum, 
tenetur ipse captivante peccato ligatus, cum magis si proficere volumus aliorum profectus nostros esse credamus.” 
See also the connection between sickness and bondage discussed in Van Dam, Saints and their Miracles, 113. 
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in order to take his inheritance but “falls into a trap” when the poisoned wine is given to her own 
son instead, leaving him permanently ill.89 
 As seen in the case of prisoner freeings, sin’s imprisoning nature is usually not mentioned 
explicitly but only inferred through reference to people’s liberation from it. In a story 
immediately following Marcellus’ ordination as bishop, the miraculous releasing of a man’s 
paralyzed arms embodies his spiritual liberation from sin through the bishop’s absolution. 
Though he wished to take communion,   
he was not able to reach the altar because his hands were bound behind his back, 
but as everyone passed him, he began to stand like a post, so that it appeared that 
he had come not to take communion but to count the people. Seeing him, the 
bishop asked him what he had done: he responded that he had sinned. 
Acknowledging his confession he said to him: “Come, approach and sin no 
more.” Absolved by this command, he went to communion, rewarded by a double 
benefit, having attained grace from past sins, corrected in his future life.  
 
Manibus retro ligatis non poterat ad altare pertingere, sed cum omnes transirent, 
quasi meta coepit stare, ut videretur non ad communicandum sed ad numerandum 
populum advenisse. Quem conspiciens pontifex interrogavit quid fecerit: 
respondit peccasse se. Cuius confessionem agnoscens dicit ei: Veni, accede et 
ultra non pecces. Qua iussione absolutus ad communionem accessit duplici 
beneficio muneratus, de praeterita culpa veniam consecutus, de futura vita 
correctus.90 
 
Two healings of injuries incurred as a result of working on a Sunday also connect bodily healing 
with spiritual liberation. A certain cleric of the church of St. Sylvester was made lame in his 
hands and feet(!) after repairing his shoes; having confessed his sin to Germanus, he was healed 
“and sent home with his freedom.”91 Similarly, after Germanus healed the paralyzed hand of one 
 
89 Ven.Fort. VGermani 2 (6): “Auctor cadet in laqueum.” 
90 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 9 (37-38). 
91 Ven.Fort. VGermani 35 (103): “Ad propria eundi cum libertate dimittitur.” 
 107 
 
Gildomer, Fortunatus says that the bishop made him a cleric and liberated him “from sickness 
and from crime.”92 
 The concept of sin capturing or enslaving the sinner was ubiquitous in late antique 
Christian thought, and preachers found it a natural image with which to deter Christians giving in 
to temptation. In hagiography it provided an even more compelling idiom in which to narratively 
depict sin, its consequences and its resolution. The following sections will explore the 
theological beliefs that may have lain behind this image and informed other discussions of sin in 
the lives. In the century preceding Fortunatus’ birth, the question of the extent of sin’s grip over 
human nature, and thus of free will and predestination, were perennial topics of theological 
debate in the Latin church, first between Augustine and Pelagius and later between Augustine’s 
supporters and Gallic opponents of predestination. Though the Pelagian controversy met its 
official end at the Council of Orange in 529, this analysis will suggest that the prose lives 
evidence an adherence by Fortunatus to an unusually strict Augustinian, predestinarian notion of 
free will which excluded the possibility of good, autonomous human action. 
The Pelagian Controversy 
Before discussing Fortunatus himself, however, it is important to consider the various trajectories 
the controversy took from its inception to the Council of Orange, for it is through the arguments 
and motivations of the disputants that we can best glimpse the stakes each side of the debate held 
for the laity’s salvation. The Pelagian controversy and its subsequent, so-called “semi-Pelagian,” 
offshoots concerned the interrelated problems of predestination, original sin, free will and divine 
 




grace.93 Augustine of Hippo, the controversy’s main protagonist, argued that Adam’s sin 
fundamentally altered human nature in such a way that each person is born inherently marred by 
concupiscentia, an insurmountable lust or desire, inherited from Adam, which leads inevitably to 
sin. Because this doctrine necessarily ruled out salvation for infants who had died without 
receiving baptism, which cleansed the soul of original sin, it dramatically raised the stakes of the 
doctrine of predestination, which finds its origin in Paul’s teaching that “whom [God] foreknew, 
he also predestinated to be made conformable to the image of his Son.”94 God’s foreknowledge, 
then, by the word of scripture as well as theological necessity, takes the form of an active sorting 
by God of humanity into “vessels of honor” and “vessels of abuse,” and in the terms of the 
Pelagian controversy this meant a sorting of those who would receive the grace of baptism and 
preserve it from those who would either not preserve it or not receive it at all.95 Any weight 
placed upon this doctrine (which, for Augustine, only increased as the debate wore on), however, 
necessitated a proportional diminishment of humans’ free will as individuals came to be 
theorized as having less and less control over their eternal salvation. 
 The operative factor in salvation, for both Augustine and his opponents, was divine grace. 
For Augustine, grace consisted, in the first step towards salvation, of God’s free bestowal of a 
desire to receive baptism. Thereafter, the Christian, cleansed of original sin, relied on God’s 
 
93 The existence of a “semi-Pelagian” heresy, once accepted as a modified form of Pelagianism, has been dismissed 
by modern scholarship. See Bailey, “‘Our Own Most Severe Judges’,” 205; Rebecca Harden Weaver, Divine Grace 
and Human Agency: A Study of the Semi-Pelagian Controversy (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1996), 1; C. 
Tibiletti, “Rassegna di studi e testi sui ‘semipelagiani’,” Augustinianum 25 (1985), 507-522; T.A. Smith, De gratia: 
Faustus of Riez’s Treatise on Grace and its place in the History of Theology (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1990).  
94 Rom. 8:29: “Nam quos praescivit, et praedestinavit conformes fieri imaginis Filii sui, ut sit ipse primogenitus in 
multis fratribus.” 
95Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 167. 
 109 
 
equally unmerited preserving grace to avoid or atone for sins committed after baptism. At each 
stage and at every opportunity to choose good or evil, this grace is completely divorced from any 
effort or merit on the individual’s part, for it is God’s prevenient grace that makes any effort or 
merit possible in the first place. Like Augustine’s uncompromising doctrine of predestination, 
the utter priority of grace, his critics realized, undermined any sense of human free will. For 
them, divine grace was, variously, identical with free will (Pelagius),96 an incitement (but not 
compulsion) towards good works that must be fulfilled by the individual (John Cassian)97 or 
divine aid to those pursuing the good without which any fulfillment of the good is impossible 
(Faustus of Riez).98 
 Almost from its inception around 411, the debate over predestination, human agency and 
divine grace was driven by the concerns of monks and lay ascetics seeking guidance on the 
proper way to conceptualize their own role in and capacity for salvation. In a letter of 413 
solicited by Juliana, a member of the wealthy Anicii family, on behalf of her daughter, 
Demetrias, who wished to take monastic vows, Pelagius stressed the individual’s freedom and 
responsibility to live a virtuous life.99 Sin has not corrupted human nature but is merely a bad 
habit that can be kicked with great effort. At no stage of one’s life or in human history is the 
capacity to do good impaired –Christ’s work on earth was not to repair human nature but to lead 
 
96 See Yves-Marie Duval, “Pélage et son temps: Données chronologiques nouvelles pour une présentation nouvelle,” 
Studia Patristica 38 (2001), 95-118; Winrich Löhr, “Western Christianities,” in Augustine Casiday and Frederick 
W. Norris, eds., The Cambridge History of Christianity: Constantine to c. 600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 28. 
97 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 100. 
98 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 179. 
99 Pelag. Epist. ad Demetr., PL 30.15-46. On Demetrias, see PLRE 2.351. 
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by example.100 After multiple attempts in the East to have him condemned for his alleged denial 
of the necessity of grace, a condemnation by Pope Innocent in 417 and acquittal by Pope 
Zosimus later that year, Pelagius was finally condemned and banished from Rome through the 
intervention of Emperor Honorius (393-423) in 418.101 
 With the exception of Augustine’s debate with the Pelagian Julian of Eclanum from 418 
to 422, which focused primarily on the problem of Christian sex and marriage raised by the 
doctrine of inherited original sin, the next major chapter in the Pelagian controversy arose in 427 
when Augustine was approached by the monks of Hadrumentum to explain his doctrine of the 
utter gratuity of grace. A minority within the community feared that such an all-encompassing 
notion of grace undermined the individual and community effort necessary to the monastic life. 
What is the point of cultivating ascetic discipline if all spiritual progress must be attributed 
exclusively to grace? As Rebecca Weaver has noted, in the four treatises that Augustine would 
go on to produce as a result of this petition, “the significance of human agency diminished as the 
emphasis on the divine agency increased.”102 In the final letter, De correptione et gratia, he 
affirmed that one’s salvation is decided by inscrutable divine election to grace and that those 
Christians who do not continue in the good never received the grace of perseverance and thus 
were never among the elect. On the question of how this notion of grace is compatible with free 
will, Augustine distinguished between the grace of being able not to sin granted to Adam and the 
grace of inability to sin granted to the elect through Christ. This latter grace, far from restricting 
 
100 Antony Dupont, Gratia in Augustine’s Sermones ad Populum during the Pelagian Controversy: Do Different 
Contexts Furnish Different Insights? (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 39. 
101 Eugene Teselle, “The Background: Augustine and the Pelagian Controversy,” in Alexander Y. Hwang, Brian J. 
Matz and Augustine Casiday, eds., Grace for Grace: The Debates after Augustine and Pelagius (Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2014), 5-6. 
102 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 17.  
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free will, in fact expands it, because without it the individual is able to use his or her will only for 
sin; enabled to will to serve God, the elect are, unlike those who remain captive to sin, unable to 
remain in a state of sin. Finally, the free will received through Christ can be said to be stronger 
than that given to Adam, because, unlike Adam’s ability not to sin, it overcomes the strong and 
myriad temptations to sin in a fallen world.103  
 Though the monks of Hadrumentum appear to have been placated, the arrival of De 
correptione et gratia in southern Gaul shortly after its publication only inflamed opposition to 
Augustine’s alleged “fatalism” and initiated what would become known as the “semi-Pelagian” 
controversy. As reported by Augustine’s two (interestingly) lay allies in Gaul, Prosper of 
Aquitaine104 and an otherwise unknown Hilary, the monks of St. Victor at Marseilles asserted 
that one’s initial turning to God depends on the exercise of his or her free will, not on divine 
decree, and that the grace of perseverance functions as a divine aid to Christians striving through 
their own effort to pursue the good.105 In his response to the latter point, De dono perseverantiae, 
Augustine did little to qualify his contention that perseverance is a gift of God preceding any 
human good will or action; his strategy in this treatise was to appeal to the authority of scripture 
and church tradition.106 Cyprian’s De dominica oratione, in particular, served as a guide for a 
detailed predestinarian interpretation of the Lord’s Prayer, which, as a petition to God, inherently 
challenged Augustine’s denial of human free will to change spiritual paths.107 This strategy of 
 
103 Aug.Hipp. De corr. et grat. 12.35, PL 44.937-938. 
104 On Prosper, see PCBE 4.1553. 
105 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 47-48. 
106 PL 45.993-1034. 
107 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 60. 
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turning the anti-predestinarians’ best weapon against them appears to have been persuasive to 
other anti-Pelagians, as will be seen in Venantius Fortunatus’ interpretation of the prayer more 
than a century later.108 
 After Augustine’s death in 430, the anti-predestinarian controversy became centralized in 
southern Gaul as Prosper continued to defend the views of his mentor against monastic thinkers 
who insisted on preserving a role for human striving in salvation. His most notable work during 
this period was the Contra collatorem, a rebuttal of John Cassian’s thirteenth collatio, which, 
while affirming the necessity of grace, suggested that the human will might be sufficient in some 
cases to arouse the soul to faith, thus undermining the Augustinian notion of the absolute 
sovereignty of grace.109 As Weaver has shown, much of Prosper’s disagreement with Cassian 
can be attributed to the two men’s divergent preoccupations. The latter, writing for monastic 
instruction, saw it as critical “to maintain the connection between human striving for the good 
and the outcome of that striving in divine reward.” Prosper, concerned with defending the utter 
gratuity of grace on theological grounds, simply did not acknowledge this connection as an 
important issue.110 In his later work, Auctoritates, however, Prosper appears to have shied away 
from some aspects of his theological mission, for he makes no or scant mention of 
predestination, the beginning of faith or the grace of perseverance.111 
 
108 As Benjamin Byron Wheaton, “Venantius Fortunatus and Christian Theology at the End of the Sixth Century in 
Gaul” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 2018), 148, has noted, though there are no verbal borrowings between 
Fortunatus’ and Augustine’s treatises on the Lord’s prayer, Fortunatus was probably aware of the prayer’s 
importance in Augustine’s anti-Pelagian thought. 
109 PL 45.1801-1834. 
110 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 131.  
111 P. de Letter, trans. and ed., Prosper of Aquitaine: Defense of St. Augustine, ACW 32 (London: The Newman 
Press, 1963), 13; Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 129. 
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   The next major event in the controversy suggests why Prosper thought it wise to remain 
silent. Around 469, the priest Lucidus was brought to task by Faustus, the bishop of Riez, for 
allegedly espousing extreme Augustinian views. To prove his orthodoxy and avoid 
condemnation by a church council, Faustus and ten other bishops asked Lucidus to sign, among 
other things, anathemas against those who taught that God’s foreknowledge damned some 
humans to perdition and that free will was destroyed by Adam’s fall.112 Lucidus refused to back 
down and was condemned at a council in Arles and another at Lyons before 475.113 Faustus 
followed up these councils by arguing the anti-predestinarian case in his work De gratia, which 
would come to express the consensus Gallic view on Augustine’s teachings until the Council of 
Orange in 529.114 Against Augustinian determinism, Faustus interpreted divine foreknowledge as 
pertaining only to the consequences of human activity. God wills that humans pursue the good 
and knows that merits will result from good actions, but he does not compel any such acts. Thus, 
in this salvific scheme, grace is not the prime mover of all motivations towards the good but the 
indwelling image of God that enables humans to choose good over evil; contra Augustine, this 
capacity was only impaired, not destroyed, in Adam’s fall and was finally restored in the 
incarnation.115 
 These views were not questioned to any significant degree in Gaul until Caesarius of 
Arles reasserted a modified Augustinianism as authoritative doctrine at the Council of Orange in 
529. Caesarius had expressed his views on grace and free will in his work Opusculum de gratia, 
 
112 MGH AA 8.290; see Ralph W. Mathisen, Ecclesiastical Factionalism and Religious Controversy in Fifth-Century 
Gaul (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1989), 246-247. 
113 On the uncertain dates of these councils, see Mathisen, Ecclesiastical Factionalism, 256 n.109. 
114 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 180. 
115 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 173. 
 114 
 
which, though avoiding any explicit mention of predestination, argued strenuously for the utter 
gratuity of the grace leading to baptism.116 His motive to imbue his doctrines with conciliar 
legitimacy was overtly political. In 528 Julianus of Vienne convened a council in Valence which 
challenged Caesarius’ jurisdictional authority and cast his views as implicitly heterodox by 
affirming accepted anti-predestinarian doctrines.117 The following year, Caesarius used the 
dedication of a church in Orange as an opportunity to have the attending bishops sign a list of 
canons affirming a modified version of Augustine’s teachings. The council reiterated that grace 
prior to baptism is utterly gratuitous and unmerited.118 What it modified was the notion of free 
will after baptism: once cleansed of original sin, which rendered one unable to choose the good, 
humans are genuinely free to choose good or evil, but grace continues to assist those pursuing 
the good.119 
Fortunatus and Augustinian Soteriology 
Though there is reason to question how authoritative the Council of Orange was in the eyes of 
Caesarius’ fellow bishops, for all intents and purposes the questions of grace, free will and 
predestination were closed to debate for the next three centuries.120 It is noteworthy, then, that 
these issues arise so prominently in Fortunatus’ works dating to his episcopacy, in particular his 
incomplete Expositio orationis dominicae (Carm. 10.1), an exegesis of the Lord’s Prayer that 
 
116 “Opusculum de gratia,” in G. Morin, ed., Sancti Caesarii episcopi Arelatensis opera omnia (Maredsous, 1937-
42), 2.159-164. 
117 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 225-227. 
118 Conc.Orange a. 529, can. 6, CCL 148a.57. 
119 Conc.Orange a. 529, definitio fidei, CCL 148a.62-64; Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 230-231. 
120As Mathisen has argued, there is little evidence that support for the Council of Orange’s formula extended beyond 
Caesarius’ circle. See Ralph W. Mathisen, “Caesarius of Arles, Prevenient Grace, and the Secound Council of 
Orange,” in Alexander Y. Hwang et al., eds., Grace for Grace, 208-234. 
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appears to have been intended for the instruction of preachers. In a recent dissertation on 
Fortunatus’ theological leanings, Benjamin Wheaton has examined this work to argue that the 
expat poet subscribed to a stringent Augustinianism more characteristic of his native Italy than to 
the anti-predestinarian tradition of Gaul.121 This is most apparent in his repeated and unequivocal 
insistence on the necessity of grace for all good actions, which directly opposed the Council of 
Orange’s decision on human agency after baptism. 
 As bishop of Poitiers, then, Fortunatus had strong feelings about the nature of free will 
and the utter prevenience of grace in the Christian life. Are these views —or any consistent 
soteriology— detectable in the prose lives? The final sections of this chapter will address this 
question by examining his theological ideas as expressed in the Expositio and comparing them 
with certain passages in the lives where these ideas seem to be implicit. Although the narrative 
and edificatory purposes of hagiography militated against any clear representation of 
Augustinian views of grace and free will, this comparison will suggest that echoes of these views 
appear in Fortunatus’ hagiographical discussions of sin, baptism and free will, as well as in 
certain narrative depictions of laymen evading the snare of sin. It will be argued that he 
promoted certain Augustinian understandings of these topics when the subject matter facilitated 
them, but only in ways that were consistent with the hortatory, agency-affirming nature of his 
genre.  
 For our purposes, the two most important topics addressed in the Expositio are the role of 
baptism in salvation and the nature of human agency after baptism. As noted above, at the 
Council of Orange baptism was conceived as conferring free will upon the recipient in the most 
rigorous sense: once unable to pursue the good, after baptism the Christian is free to pursue good 
 
121 Wheaton, “Fortunatus and Christian Theology,” 207. 
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or evil, with grace assisting the good. In this formulation, human agency only begins to play any 
salvific role after the cleansing of original sin; thus, though baptism is the culmination of the 
salvific process, in the sense that those who die immediately afterwards are guaranteed salvation, 
in the life of the typical Christian it is really only the beginning of a possible process of growing 
in virtues. For Augustine and Fortunatus, however, human agency can only tarnish the pure 
baptized soul. Though both implicitly endorsed the notion of an autonomous and good human 
will in their pastoral care —exhortations to good behavior being unavoidable for bishops— in 
strictly theological terms they considered it solely the work of grace when their parishioners 
acted for the good. In the Augustinian theological scheme, the best humans can hope to achieve 
with their own agency is what Carole Straw has described as “active passivity”: accepting 
whatever eternal fate awaits them while actively praying to receive grace.122 
Preservation of baptism’s purification, then, emerges as an abiding concern in the 
Expositio and, as will be shown, in the prose lives as well. In his exegesis of the phrase “May 
your name be made holy,” Fortunatus emphasizes the sufficiency of this preservation for making 
God’s name holy “in us”:  
Since God is to be praised and held sacred by the chorus of all elements, we wish 
that in us his name be made holy, that is, firmly adhered to, and that we may live 
in the holiness of baptism with which he cleansed us. And therefore in the present 
time we do not look for a new advent of holiness but to preserve without stain of 
fault the one we have received unsullied. For in humans the fruit of good conduct 
is the sanctification of God. 
 
Deus cum sit omnium elementorum concentu laudandus et sanctus, ut in nobis 
nomen eius sanctificetur, id est firmiter teneatur, optamus et in ea qua nos abluit 
baptismi sanctitate vivamus. Ergo in hoc tempore non novam sanctificationem 
 
122 Bailey, “Our Own Most Severe Judges,” 204; Carole Straw, “Augustine as Pastoral Theologian: The Exegesis of 
the Parables of the Field and Threshing Floor,” Augustinian Studies 14 (1983), 129-151.  
 117 
 
requirimus, sed quam incontaminatam percepimus ut sine vitii macula 
conservemus. Nam in homine fructus bonae conversationis sanctificatio Dei est.123 
 
This preservation, however, is ultimately the work of God, not man. Fortunatus makes this clear 
in his exegesis of the phrase “forgive us our debts just as we too forgive our debtors,” which he 
interprets as referring to God’s execution of his will in Christians’ lives through his persevering 
grace: 
Again forgive our debts. Why is that? After arising from the font of baptism and 
sharing the body of Christ are our sins immediately to be forgiven us? But our 
frailty cannot preserve the purity of baptism, which we received from the font, 
unless the grace of God sees fit to preserve it. And rightly it is said just as we too 
forgive our debtors, to show that the God of peace wishes us to be in harmony 
with all. 
 
Item dimitte nobis debita: Quid ergo? De baptismi fonte surgentes et corpore 
Christi communicantes mox nobis dimitti peccata? Sed fragilitas nostra 
conservare puritatem lavacri non valet, quam de fonte percipit, nisi dignetur Dei 
gratia custodire. Et bene sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris, ut 
ostenderetur quia Deus pacis cum omnibus vult nos concordes.124 
 
Interestingly, here Fortunatus goes to greater lengths than even Augustine had done to read 
persevering grace into the biblical passage. Indeed, the bishop of Hippo saw this as the only 
passage in the Lord’s Prayer that did not contain a petition for perseverance, because one cannot 
rightly request forgiveness for sins not yet committed.125 Fortunatus, however, noting that sins 
committed after baptism are not cleansed by baptism, seems to interpret this forgiveness as 
synonymous with the gift of persevering grace. 
 Because this grace is solely responsible for preserving baptismal purity, any actions in the 
Christian’s life that accrue to heavenly reward must be attributed to it. Fortunatus repeats this 
 
123Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.15-16. 
124 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.61. 
125 Aug.Hipp. De dono pers. 5.8, PL 45.998-999. 
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point throughout the work, usually by way of warning against becoming prideful of one’s own 
holiness.126 In a few places, however, he makes the more precise theological point that the 
operation of grace is to be located as far back in the chain of causality as the beginning of the 
will for good. The corollary to this —that the human soul can never produce a will for good— 
Fortunatus asserts with the somewhat circular argument that, since humans are fundamentally 
corrupted, anything good in them must ultimately derive from God’s grace.127 
 As had been the case in the Pelagian controversy a century earlier, this exclusion of 
human good will, combined with the doctrine of predestination, necessitated a certain 
compartmentalized notion of human free will which could change referents depending on 
whether one was speaking of a state of sin or a state of salvation. This is seen most clearly in the 
Expositio where Fortunatus somewhat paradoxically explains the saying of the wide and narrow 
ways. “On the wide one,” he writes, “we career freely with slackened reins in subservience to 
sin,” but on the narrow path one fulfills the gospel teaching that “if the son frees you, then you 
will be free.”128 As in Augustine, and contrary to the Council of Orange, the freedom associated 
with sinning is distinct from that associated with pursuing the good. Fortunatus continues: 
Pay attention too when that will be, about which the Lord himself declared: “If 
you keep to my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth and 
 
126 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.27, 37 and 58. 
127 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.38: “Audiamus in hac parte doctorem ubi dixit, ‘qui loquitur mendacium de suo loquitur.’ 
Quare non addidit et, ‘qui loquitur veritatem de suo loquitur,’ nisi ut hoc exemplo, quando veritatem aliquis loquitur, 
de Dei gratia, non de suo habuisse hoc bonum specialiter agnoscatur, quoniam de nostro solum habemus 
mendacium? Nam cum ipsa veritas Deus sit, qui loquitur de Deo, unde in homine mendace causa veritatis sit nisi 
ipsa veritas se ministret, hoc est, nisi in hominem ipsam bonam voluntatem Deus veritatis inspiret qui et velle tribuit 
et posse conplevit?” 
128 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.43-44: “Quod autem duabus viis, id est, spatiosa et angusta, dicitur, ut quis per quam 
elegerit gradiatur quid est? Per spatiosam laxatis frenis libere discurrimus famulando peccatis; in angusta vero 
consideremus apostolum dicentem: ‘vocatione qua vocati estis per Dominum Iesum Christum.’ Et ideo non elegit 
aliquis neque ad viam pervenit nisi vocatus fuerit ab ipso qui via est et vita et veritas. Sed in hac via cum apostoli 
verbis et praeceptis evangelicis excurramus, dicentes ad eos qui iam ex Iudaeis in Christo erant fide conversi, ‘si vos 
filius liberaverit, tunc liberi eritis.’” 
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the truth will free you.” By this he counsels that if we follow the instruction he 
gave by his grace he would lead us to true freedom. As a result a person will 
possess a will perfectly free for good when he can in no way be subject to sin. 
 
Et quando sit istud adtendite ipso Domino praedicante: ‘si manseritis verbo meo, 
vere discipuli mei estis et cognoscetis veritatem et veritas liberabit vos’; ac per 
hoc hortatur, ut sequendo illud quod dedit per gratiam nos ad veram liberationem 
perducat. Unde tunc homo in bonum perfecte liberum possidebit arbitrium quando 
omnino non poterit servire peccato.129 
 
Here Fortunatus seems to be alluding to Augustine’s notion of the free will received by the elect 
at baptism, which consists precisely in their inability to sin, as distinct from the ability not to sin 
enjoyed by Adam. For Fortunatus, then, freedom is not “true freedom” unless it excludes the 
possibility of giving in to temptation. The analysis of the prose lives below will show that 
Fortunatus’ “freedom” discourse in the narratives does not simply portray sin as a imprisoning 
force (with which even Pelagius would have agreed) but also evokes the Augustinian notion of 
free will as inability to sin. 
    Before turning to the prose lives, however, a word about genre is necessary. Though the 
strict Augustinianism to which Fortunatus subscribed ruled out, at the theological level, any 
possibility of good human agency, at the pastoral level it was necessary to assume such agency if 
the flock’s morality was to be improved. The abstract conclusions about human nature reached in 
theological tracts were ill-suited to speaking about flesh-and-blood humans in sermons and 
miracle stories. Fortunatus betrays this tension in the Expositio itself when he encourages his 
audience to “pursue the adornments of charity and humility” and to conduct their lives 
“impeccably as befits a son [of God].”130 The sermons of Caesarius of Arles exhibit a similar 
 
129 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.45. 
130 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.32 and 9. 
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disconnect between his pastoral care and his theology in De gratia.131 If theological rigor is hard 
to achieve in homiletics, it is nearly impossible in hagiography; the genre’s primary function of 
narrating human actions leaves little room to fill in those actions’ theological content, 
particularly of a theology as skeptical of human action as Augustine’s. The following discussion, 
then, will not attempt to find a thread of Augustinianism running through the prose lives but will 
rather examine a few specific instances that appear to be informed by Augustinian theology. It 
will be argued, however, that these Augustinian “echoes” add a new interpretive layer to some of 
the concepts already discussed, such as the concept of sin as an imprisoning force. 
Augustinian Echoes in the Lives 
The concept of freedom of will was central to the debate on grace and human agency, even to 
Augustinians whose theology implicitly discarded it. Besides stories in which people are released 
from sin metaphorically (for example, by prison escapes) or literally (through absolution by the 
saint), there are a few places in which the concept of freedom is mentioned explicitly and with 
more profound theological implications. As noted above, Augustine and Fortunatus dealt with 
the problem of human free will (or lack thereof) by construing the term to refer to freedom to sin 
in the case of the unbaptized and/or the non-elect and to freedom to pursue the good in the case 
of the elect after baptism.  
The former side of this compartmentalization might be alluded to in Fortunatus’ 
description of Albinus’ successful career as abbot of the monastery of Tincillac:  
Under the judgment of the master the discipline of the congregation bloomed, 
where license to sin, distracted by severity, had died. Therefore, observant of 
piety he was glowing, harmonious in psalms he was exulting, surrounded with 
obedience among his brothers he was gleaming, adorned with sacred charity he 
was excelling, because just as he was solicitous to eradicate sins, thus he was 
careful to plant heavenly gifts. 
 
131 Weaver, Divine Grace and Human Agency, 223. 
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Interea sub magistri censura congregationis disciplina vernabat, ubi severitate 
districta licentia peccandi perierat. Fervebat ergo pietatis intuitus, exultabat 
psallendi concentus, coruscabat inter fratres oboedientiae radius, praecellebat 
sanctae karitatis ornatus, quia sicut erat ad vitia eradicanda sollicitus, ita ad 
inserenda dona caelestia circumspectus.132  
 
Overall, this passage reprises in a monastic context the double-movement observed in the preface 
to the Vita Albini, above. By observing the saint’s example, his monks, like his later devotees, 
rooted out sins from themselves and cultivated virtues in their place. What is interesting in this 
passage from the theological perspective is Fortunatus’ description of the eradication of sin as a 
dying out of the license to sin (licentia peccandi perierat). Of course, the vanishing of this 
permission under the stern guidance of an abbot is distinct from the elect’s existential inability to 
sin, but the linking of growing in virtue with a passing away not only of sin, but of freedom to 
sin, suggests Augustinian influence. Moreover, though restricting this freedom would be an 
expected consequence of tightening monastic discipline, the naturalistic language of the sentence 
(vernabat, perierat) suggests that this transformation was internal as well as institutional. 
Fortunatus is describing a change in the monks’ disposition in which not only sin, but the 
capacity for sin —not unlike that of the elect in Augustinian theology— is diminished.133 
 A similar reference to Christian freedom as inability to sin appears in the story of 
Paternus’ healing of woman rendered mute by some unspecified sin. After the saint prayed over 
her, “suddenly the long-silent woman rose up, not able to serve the enemy any longer, where 
Christ, the author of liberty was invoked.”134 In this passage we see both, mutually exclusive, 
 
132 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 8 (21-22). 
133 Cf. Aug.Hipp. De civ.dei 5.26, CSEL 40.5.1.266. On the distinction between licentia and libertas in Augustine, 
see Maijastina Kahlos, Forbearance and Compulsion: The Rhetoric of Religious Tolerance and Intolerance in Late 
Antiquity (London: Bloomsbury, 2009), 125.  
134 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 17 (49): “Quo sancto viro oratione conpleta, statim mulier longa erupit silentia nec potuit 
inimico servire diutius, quo libertatis auctor Christus fuit invocatus.” 
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sides of Augustine’s concept of human freedom: the freedom to sin (or serve the enemy) and the 
true Christian freedom which renders one unable to sin.  
 The saints exemplify this latter freedom in a way never attributed to non-saintly 
characters in the prose lives. After Marcellus’ healing of the man wishing to take communion, 
above, Fortunatus closes the episode with the comment, “What great confidence was there in this 
man in the equality of the holy trinity, whose mind, thus free, was producing miracles through 
each word?”135 I take this expression of the saint’s holiness as an Augustinian permutation of the 
trope of saints residing spiritually in heaven even while their bodies are still on earth.136 In 
particular, libera mens is probably an allusion to the freedom of will enjoyed by the angels, 
which is so pure that they can do nothing but freely submit to God.137 In the anti-Pelagian work 
De correptione et gratia, Augustine wrote,  
What shall be more free than free will, when it shall not be able to serve sin? And 
this should be to man also as it was made to the holy angels, the reward of 
deserving. But now that good deserving has been lost by sin, in those who are 
delivered that has become the gift of grace which would have been the reward of 
deserving. 
 
Quid erit autem liberius libero arbitrio, quando non poterit servire peccato, quae 
futura erat et homini, sicut facta est angelis sanctis, merces meriti? Nunc autem 
per peccatum perdito bono merito, in his qui liberantur factum est donum gratiae, 
quae merces meriti futura erat.138 
 
 
135 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 9 (39): “Quanta huic erat in sanctae trinitatis aequalitate fiducia, cuius mens sic libera per 
singula verba proferebat miracula?” It is not entirely clear why Fortunatus chose to associate Marcellus’ “free mind” 
with his trinitarian belief in particular. Most probably he is trying to draw an additional parallel between this episode 
and the gospel stories upon which he modeled it. In John 8, after telling the woman caught in adultery to “go, and 
now sin no more,” Jesus proceeded to teach the Pharisees about his Father who sent him; similarly, after telling the 
paralytic man, “thy sins are forgiven thee” in Luke 5, the Pharisees asked themselves, “who can forgive sins, but 
God alone?” See also Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 426. 
136 See Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 36 (83). 
137 Elizabeth Klein, Augustine’s Theology of Angels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 39; J.P. Burns, 
The Development of Augustine’s Doctrine of Operative Grace (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1980), 164. 
138 Aug.Hipp. De corr. et grat. 11.32, PL 44.936. 
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Marcellus’ trinitarian faith, then, like the angels’ beatific vision, signifies his proximity to God 
and engenders in him a will perfectly free for the good. 
 Other statements about the saints’ otherworldly holiness seem to confirm this 
interpretation. When Germanus received word that a servant of Bishop Agricola of Chalon was 
dying from fever, he went to the tomb of St. Symphorian and “applied himself to prayer, holding 
the earth with his body and transcending the stars with his mind as if having the presence of the 
lord before him.”139 Near the end of the same life, Fortunatus says that the saint was so eloquent 
in his teaching that “you might believe that the words were formed by an angel: when he spoke 
he was more than a man, taken into a divine trance.”140 Finally, he wrote of Severinus, “What 
can be said concerning the rest, concerning him who was not captured by any snare either in 
mind or in feet?  Hence it happened, as he, living on earth, was a friend even among angels, so 
that he, being just with pious actions, was not ignorant of virtues.”141 As citizens of heaven 
walking on earth, the saints exemplify perfect Augustinian freedom. Unlike regular humans, who 
are routinely freed from sin through the saints’ intervention, the saints themselves are free by 
disposition. 
 
139 Ven.Fort. VGermani 6 (20): “Interea vir iustus orationi incubuit, terram corpore premens et sidera mente 
transcendens, et quasi ante se habens praesentiam domini pro voto supplicis obsecrator accedit.” Though she does 
not mention angels, de Nie situates this passage within the late ancient Christian understanding of the human soul as, 
in its original state as the imago Dei, “[participating] in a derivative manner in” “the living pattern of the divine;” it 
could also derive from the platonist understanding of the “human inner world” as “[extending] into the higher 
spiritual sphere from which events in the visible world were thought to be supported and directed.” Giselle de Nie, 
“Contagium and Images of the Self in Sixth-Century Gaul,” in Word, Image and Experience: Dynamics of Miracle 
and Self-Perception in Sixth-Century Gaul, Variorum Collected Studies 771 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003), 256; 
see also Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 224. 
140 Ven.Fort. VGermani 73 (197): “Quis vero digne repetat, quanta virtus verborum ab ore rotabatur, cum praedicaret 
in populum . . . crederes, ut verba formarentur ab angelo, dum plus quam homo loqueretur translatus in mentis 
excessu.” On the construction “in mentis excessu,” see Ps. 67:28, Acts 10:10 and 11:5, 4 Esd. 5:34, 10:28, 12:3 and 
13:30, and Greg.Tur. De virt.Iul. 32. 
141 Ven.Fort. VSeverini 4: “Quid dicatur de reliquo, cuius nec mens neque pes ullo captus est laqueo? Hinc accedit, 
ut habitans in terris amicus esset et angelis, ut iustus piis actibus non celaretur virtutibus.” 
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  If true Christian freedom consisted in inability to sin, then the surest sign of salvation 
was a sinless life after baptism, which was accomplished solely through the gift of persevering 
grace. As noted above, for Fortunatus the logical consequence of this notion of grace was a 
pastoral theory that prioritized the preservation of the pure baptized state. Though he sincerely 
encouraged his flock to cultivate virtues like charity and humility, ultimately the goal of the 
Christian life was simply to refrain from soiling the cleansing of baptism. This approach differs 
markedly from that of his contemporaries, Caesarius of Arles and Martin of Braga, who were 
unequivocal in their teaching that avoidance of sin was insufficient if not complimented with 
good works. In one sermon, Caesarius taught that “it is profitable to turn away from evil only if a 
man immediately does good.”142 Similarly, in his De correctione rusticorum, Martin encouraged 
his newly-converted flock to seek forgiveness for post-baptismal sin through repentance, 
defining “true repentance” as “a man not [only not] doing again the evils which he did, but 
asking pardon for past sins and watching in the future not to fall into them again; but [also], on 
the contrary, to perform good works, to offer alms to a poor man who is hungry, to refresh a tired 
stranger.”143 
Significantly, Fortunatus’ most explicit soteriological statement in the hagiographical 
corpus concerns the preservation of baptismal purity. This statement appears in the rather 
unusual story of Hilary and his daughter, Abra. While in exile, Hilary learns in a vision that a 
young, wealthy aristocrat is seeking Abra’s hand in marriage in Poitiers, but the saint succeeds in 
 
142 Caes.Arel. Serm. 12.6, CCL 103.63: “Illi enim prodest quod divertit de malo, qui statim fecerit bonum.” 
143 Mart.Brac. De corr. rust. 17: “Paenitentia autem ista vera est, ut iam amplius homo non faciat mala quae fecit, 
sed de praeteritis peccatis indulgentiam petat, et de futuro caveat ne ad ipsa iterum revolvatur, sed magis econtrario 
bona opera exerceat, ut esurienti pauperi elemosynam porrigat, hospitem lassum reficiat.”  Text in brackets added 
for clarity. Translation by Claude W. Barlow, trans. and ed., Iberian Fathers, vol. 1: Martin of Braga, Paschasius of 
Dumium, Leander of Seville, FC 62 (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1969); see also 
Fulg.Rusp. De remiss.pecc. 2.16.1, PL 65.567. 
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warding off the marriage and thus preserves Abra’s virginity by sending a letter promising her 
the hand of Christ the bridegroom instead. Upon his return to Poitiers, he asks her if she would 
accept the spouse he had promised her, to which she joyously consents. Hilary, then, 
“recognizing her desire, did not cease to continue, intent in prayers, until, without any grief, 
without any contagion from the vanity of the secular world, she went to Christ. With his own 
hands, as was fitting, he gave her up to venerable burial.”144  
Fortunatus proceeds to favorably compare Abra’s death to Hilary’s miracle of 
resurrecting a dead unbaptized child: 
In fact, as I think it over, to die in this manner was better than to be restored to 
life. For sure salvation consists in not being defiled by sins. How many would be 
eager to buy such a passage, trading for it their property along with their life, if 
perchance they could find a trader! What is the difference between the mystery of 
bringing the child back to life and that of delivering the daughter to death? He 
revived the one for baptism, the other he prepared beforehand for the kingdom of 
heaven, except that in the one there still remained a chance of sinning, whereas 
she had finished her life spotless. 
 
Vere, ut ego considero, plus fuit quam resuscitari, sic mori. Certa enim salus est 
non contaminari peccatis. Quanti cuperent, rebus cum vita traditis, talem 
transitum comparare, si mercatorem forsitan invenirent? Quid distat inter 
vivificati infantis et filiae mortificatae mysterium? Illum resuscitavit ad 
baptismum, hanc praedestinavit ad regnum, nisi quod in illo adhuc spes peccandi 
restabat, haec immaculata finierat.145 
 
By positing Abra’s virginal death as preferable to the child’s continued post-baptismal life, 
Fortunatus makes the pastoral point that preserving baptism is at once the goal of the Christian 
life and an extremely precarious venture. So inevitable is post-baptismal sin that death 
 
144 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 13 (46): “Alloquitur quomodo poterat dulcedo patris et facundia oratoris. Quid dicam? 
alloquitur Hilarius, cuius eloquentiae post ipsum comparare aliquem vix audemus nisi qui fuit spiritu divino 
repletus; temptans eius animum, si velit sponsum attingere. quem patris gratia provideret. Tunc libenter 
desideranterque ut celeriter ei iungeretur optabat. Quam voluntatem pater pius agnoscens, intentus orationibus non 
cessavit, donec sine dolore, sine contagio de praesenti filia mundi ludibrio migraret ad Christum: quam propriis 
manibus, ut decuit, venerandae tradidit sepulturae.” 
145 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 13 (48).  
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immediately after receiving it is preferable to a longer life on earth. Augustine had similarly 
pointed out the relationship between baptism, death and the goal of not sinning in a sermon 
preached during the first phase of the Pelagian controversy.146 “The first freedom is to be without 
crimes,” he said, defining “crimes” as serious sins such as adultery, homicide and fornication.147 
Though baptism erases all previous sins, major and minor, mankind’s innate weakness renders 
total sinlessness impossible, and thus avoidance of serious sins is the primary criterion upon 
which Christians will be judged. This partial freedom which pious Christians enjoy on earth will 
be perfected only after death.  
The concept of salvation through mere avoidance of sin also appears in two episodes 
involving saints preventing laypeople from sinning. In the first —perhaps the most unusual story 
in the Fortunatan corpus— Germanus’ mother, Eusebia, attempts to abort him before he is born. 
After a potion failed to work, she tried suffocating the fetus by laying on her stomach, but “the 
infant fought back from the womb: thus there was a fight between the woman and her entrails. 
The mother was injured, but the infant was not harmed -the bundle struggled against her, lest the 
mother commit parricide.”148 Scholarly treatment of this episode has tended to focus on its final 
sentence, which interprets the episode as “a foretelling of future events,” that is, Germanus’ role 
as bishop and miracle-worker.149 What has received less attention than the story’s function as a 
puer-senex topos is the salvific function of the miracle referenced in the preceding sentence: 
 
146 See Dupont, Gratia in Augustine’s Sermones, 585; on the date of this sermon, see M.-F. Berrouard, “La date des 
‘Tractatus I-LIV in Iohannis Euangelium’ de saint Augustin,” Recherches Augustiniennes 7 (1971), 105-168. 
147 Aug.Hipp. In Ioh.ev. 41.9.1, PL 35.1698: “Prima libertas est carere criminibus.” 
148 Ven.Fort. VGermani 1 (3): “Renitebat infans ab utero: erat ergo pugna inter mulierem et viscera. Laedebatur 
matrona nec nocebatur infantia, obluctabatur sarcina, ne genetrix fieret parricida.” 
149 See Kitchen, Rhetoric of Gender, 27; Zubin Mistry, Abortion in the Early Middle Ages, c. 500-900 (York: York 
Medieval Press, 2015), 80. 
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“This happened so that he might emerge alive and safe and render his mother innocent.”150 
Germanus’ struggle against his mother renders her innocens, a play on words expressing her 
harmlessness in the face of Germanus’ power as well as her preserved moral integrity.151 
A similar intervention appears in the Vita Albini, when the saint rescues a noblewoman 
named Aetheria from captivity by royal order in the village of Dreuillé. When one of the guards 
attempts to take her from Albinus, causing injury to him in the process, the saint breathes in his 
face and thereby punishes him “with a quick death.” This punishment serves as a warning to the 
other guards, and, as in the abortion episode, Fortunatus uses strong soteriological language to 
characterize their restraint: “Hence, the rest [of the guards], with fear impelling them, had 
reverence for the bishop, and one punishment made the others free of blame.”152 The terms used 
to describe sinlessness in these episodes —innocens for Eusebia and inmunes a culpa for the 
guards— are sufficiently broad as to evoke not only these characters’ innocence of specific sins 
but also the more general concept of sinlessness as a state of being. This language is especially 
significant when one considers the ostensibly dubious nature of these characters’ innocence: 
Eusebia failed to commit “parricide” only despite her best efforts, and the guards were restrained 
only through fear of death. By applying broad concepts of sinlessness to even these cases, 
Fortunatus reinforces the principle, stated explicitly in the Abra episode, that mere abstention 
from sin is the goal of the Christian life.  
 
150 Ven.Fort. VGermani 1 (4): “Id actum est, ut servatus incolomis ipse inlaesus procederet et matrem redderet 
innocentem.” 
151 Kitchen, Rhetoric of Gender, 27-28, argues that Fortunatus assiduously avoided casting Eusebia in a sympathetic 
light. The use of innocens and other elements of this episode, however, cast doubt on this interpretation. Mistry, 
Abortion in the Early Middle Ages, 81, believes that the portrayal is probably sympathetic. 
152 Ven.Fort. VAlbini 12 (35): “Hinc terrore urguente reliqui reverentiam habuerunt pontificis et unius poena fecit 
alios inmunes a culpa.”  
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Again, this emphasis on the sufficiency of abstention from sin —and even the wide berth 
given to one’s thoughts and actions before they become sinful— are reflective of Augustine’s 
approach to sin in his pastoral care during the Pelagian controversy. In the sermon quoted above, 
Augustine told his congregants,  
As long as it is necessary for sin to be in your members, at least let rule be taken 
away from it, let what it orders not be done. Does anger arise? Give not the 
tongue to anger for uttering abuse; give not the hand or foot to anger for striking. 
This irrational anger would not arise unless sin were in your members; but take its 
rule away, let it not have weapons with which it may fight against you. 
 
Quamdiu peccatum necesse est esse in membris tuis, saltem illi regnum auferatur, 
non fiat quod iubet. Surgit ira? Noli dare irae linguam ad maledicendum; noli dare 
irae manum aut pedem ad feriendum. Non surgeret ira ista irrationabilis, nisi 
peccatum esset in membris: sed tolle illi regnum, non habeat arma unde contra te 
pugnet.153 
 
Some amount of sin will inevitably remain within Christians as long as they reside in their 
earthly bodies; their responsibility during their earthly life is simply to deprive sin of bodily 
weapons. If deprived consistently enough, Augustine explains in the rest of the sermon, internal 
motivations to sin such as anger and lust will become conditioned not to arise at all, in a process 
of approaching “the full and perfect freedom in the Lord Jesus” that is ultimately accomplished 
only at death.154 In this program of moral improvement, the gradual purification of the soul is an 
effortless consequence of Christians’ performance of their primary duty of not sinning. Though 
Fortunatus never explicitly connected refraining from sin with spiritual change in this way, he 
shared with the bishop of Hippo the premise that external abstention was sufficient for spiritual 
salvation. 
 
153 Aug.Hipp. In Ioh.ev. 41.12.1, PL 35.1698. 
154 Aug.Hipp. In Ioh.ev. 41.13.1, PL 35.1699: “Quae igitur libertas plena atque perfecta in illo Domino Jesu qui 
dixit, ‘si vos Filius liberaverit, tunc vere liberi eritis;’ quando plena et perfecta libertas erit?” 
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 The Augustinian echoes examined here do not amount to a coherent pastoral program, 
but they do shed light on what Fortunatus hoped to accomplish through his lives’ moral 
edification. Though he was not insincere in encouraging his audience to actively cultivate 
virtues, he shared with Augustine the conviction that the bar for salvation must be set relatively 
low for man’s fallen nature. For them, the first duty of the baptized was to minimize sin in the 
hope of finally experiencing true freedom from it in the life to come. Placing this modest 
expectation on the laity in particular was probably Fortunatus’ intention in encouraging the Vita 
Albini’s audience to “[discern] things to be admired which they might honor” in Albinus and 
“see in themselves qualities they might wisely improve.” 
Conclusion 
The prose lives’ lessons about sin and salvation are largely reflective of those found in 
contemporary homiletics and hagiography. On the one hand, the saints provided moral models to 
imitate and a remedy for the effects of sin; on the other, the wayward Christians who seek their 
help provided stark warnings against moral laxity. This chapter has also shown, however, that 
Fortunatus’ hagiographical approach to salvation was nuanced, multifaceted and indicative of a 
serious pastoral thinker. While subscribing to a strict Augustinian theology of grace and free 
will, he appropriately modulated his moral expectations according to his audience’s religious 
vocation and assumed a high degree of agency on the audience’s part. He also appreciated the 
psychology of guilt and repentance that was believed to lie at the heart of the individual’s moral 
improvement. Having explored Fortunatus’ soteriology in the lives, the following chapter will 







 RELIGIOUS OUTSIDERS IN THE PROSE LIVES 
Introduction 
Having explored the prose lives’ soteriology, this chapter will examine one aspect of the social 
world of its lay audience, namely, Nicene Christians’ interactions with and perception of 
religious outsiders, in particular heretics, pagans and Jews. This chapter will show that such 
figures could play a variety of roles in the narratives. Most prominently, they served as 
opponents of the saints and as representatives of real-life outsiders whom Christians were 
warned to avoid. Within Christian cultural contexts, however, religious outsiders, as figures, 
could also be transmuted into pastorally useful symbols of sin or impurity writ large. Which role 
these characters played, this analysis will suggest, depended in large part upon the actual 
prevalence of members of their respective outsider groups within Fortunatus’ milieu: whereas the 
quickly-diminishing pagan population tends to be sublimated into generic exhortations to greater 
Christian piety, Jewish characters tend to reflect issues raised by very real social interactions 
between Christians and Jews. Finally, this chapter will also discuss cases in which the 
constellation of images associated with religious outsiders lent an additional layer of meaning to 
the narratives, even when the narratives do not mention outsiders explicitly. 
Heretics 
 
Heretics appear in three places in the lives: 1) passim in the Vita Hilarii, 2) as the Visigoths at 
the battle of Vouillé in the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii and 3) as Visigoths attempting to take the 
city of Bordeaux in the Vita Severini. Fortunatus’ stories involving heretics derive largely from 
externally-documented conciliar and military conflicts between Nicene and Homoian Christians. 
Unlike soteriologically significant miracles, such as prisoner freeings and some healings, and, as 
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will be seen, pagan characters, the heretics in these stories tend to function on a single 
interpretive plane, that is, as outsiders to and opponents of the saints and Christianity. This one-
dimensionality is due in part to the constraints placed upon Fortunatus by his source material 
and, at least in the case of Severinus, to the continued perceived military threat that the Homoian 
Visigoths posed to southwestern Gaul in the 580s. However, despite these constraints, it will be 
seen that, in Hilary’s case, instead of following his sources blindly, Fortunatus adapted them to 
promote Hilary’s cult and highlight his status as Gaul’s premier champion of orthodoxy. Finally, 
this section will examine a story involving not heretics but a disease associated with heresy, 
leprosy, and suggest that heresy could be referenced without being named to lend a heightened 
pastoral significance to certain healing miracles. 
Hilary, Heretics and Martin in the Vita Hilarii 
Fortunatus borrowed extensively from Sulpicius Severus’ Chronicon and Vita Martini for his 
Vita Hilarii.155 However, because Sulpicius’ focus was not on Hilary but on the events of the 
Homoian controversy in the 350s, the Vita Hilarii takes certain liberties with the sources to 
highlight the saint’s heroism in the face of exile, heretical emperors and conciliar rancor. For 
example, Fortunatus does not mention Hilary’s letter urging the excommunication of Bishops 
Ursatius of Singidunum and Valens of Mursa, which probably began his involvement in the 
Christological controversy, choosing instead to gloss over these details with acclamations of 
Hilary’s prowess in spiritual warfare: 
Now at the time of the Emperor Constantius, when the poison of the Arian heresy 
had sprung up from its root with venomous flower, this most holy man, stripped 
of fear, clothed in the fervor of faith, then betook himself like a standard-bearer in 
war through the midst of the battle-lines between the clamor of the enemies and 
between the swords of the heretics, safe in his love for Christ; having no fear of 
 
155 For Sulpicius’ and modern historians’ account of the saint’s life, see the section on Hilary in Appendix 1. 
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death, he feared only (which may God forbid) that he might live when some harm 
was done to his religion. 
 
Igitur Constantii imperatoris tempore cum Arriana haeresis venenata de radice 
flore toxico pullularet, tunc vir sanctissimus timore nudus fidei fervore vestitus 
quasi signifer belligerator per medias acies inter hostiles fremitus inter haereticos 
gladios se ingerebat, Christi caritate securus, nihil de sua morte formidans, illud 
solum metuens, quod absit, praeiudicio religionis inlato ne viveret.156 
 
Immediately following this, Fortunatus follows Sulpicius in noting the exile of Hilary, Dionysius 
of Milan and Eusebius of Vercelli at the instigation of Valens and Ursatius, but he makes no 
mention of the Council of Beziers (356), where this sentence was decided.157 The period of 
Hilary’s exile, moreover, is consumed entirely by the letter to Abra, of which the Vita Hilarii and 
a ninth century forgery are our only evidence.158 
 The account of Hilary’s arrival at the Council of Seleucia (359) in the Vita follows 
Sulpicius closely, noting Hilary’s presence in the council’s embassy to Constantinople and, 
briefly, the events at Rimini.159 At this point Fortunatus again markedly condenses events so as 
to keep Hilary at center stage. Without mentioning the subsequent Council of Constantinople 
(360) or the Seleucia delegation’s forced signing of a Homoian creed there, Fortunatus 
foregrounds Hilary’s three petitions to the emperor and his request to debate with the 
Homoians.160 This continued agitation by Hilary in the Vita, as in the Chronicon, results in his 
immediate departure to Gaul, but Fortunatus departs from Sulpicius in attributing this directly to 
 
156 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 5 (14). 
157 Ven. Fort. VHilarii 5 (15); Sulp.Sev. Chron. 2.39.3-4, CSEL 50.92. 
158 Hope Williard, “La Vie de Saint Hilaire,” Écriture italienne, écriture gauloise: Regards croisés sur l’œuvre de 
hagiographique en prose de Venance Fortunat, École française de Rome, 25-26 January 2016. 
159 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8; Sulp.Sev. Chron. 2.42.1-3 and 2.45.2, CSEL 50.95 and 98.  
160 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8; Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 359. 
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the machinations of Ursatius and Valens, whom Sulpicius does not mention. The return of these 
characters serves the purposes of accentuating Hilary’s role as an opponent of heresy and 
obscuring Constantius’ more political motivations for the saint’s dismissal:  
Wherefore, Valens and Ursatius, terrified by their guilty conscience, incited the 
mind of the emperor, which was taken captive only in the direction of evil, to urge 
the most blessed man to return to Gaul, using the excuse that the machinations of 
the heresy could make no progress while he was there; for they knew that they 
would have been routed forthwith in any controversy with Hilary if he had been 
granted permission to debate against them. So it was by this pretext that he was 
compelled to return to Gaul, although he thought rather that he was thereby 
suffering exile, because he was leaving behind the disturbance of the Church 
before it had been terminated. 
 
Unde Valens et Ursatius conscientiae reatu perterriti, quoniam si daretur facultas 
certandi, mox se recognoscebant Hilarii contentione prosterni, sollicitant 
imperatoris animum tantum in maligna parte captivum, ut ipsum beatissimum 
redire ad Gallias perurgueret, dicentes illo praesente haeretica non posse 
machinamenta proficere. Quo obtentu ad Gallias compulsus revertitur, putans 
magis amplius se pati exilium, quod illuc perturbationem ecclesiae relinquebat 
termino non secuto. 161 
 
On Hilary’s mobilization of the Gallic churches upon his return to Poitiers, Fortunatus and 
Sulpicius are equally brief, noting simply that Hilary led “almost the whole world” to proper 
belief through his frequent councils in Gaul.162  
 Both Sulpicius and Fortunatus note the close relationship between Hilary and Martin of 
Tours, but Fortunatus’ account condenses and rearranges that of Sulpicius to highlight Martin’s 
devotion to Hilary. The story in the Vita Martini runs as follows: Martin, fresh out of the army, 
befriends and is made an exorcist by Hilary in Poitiers, but he is soon instructed in a dream to 
return to his native Pannonia and convert his pagan parents to Christianity.163 Waylaid by the 
 
161 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8 (28-29). 
162 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8 (31); Sulp.Sev. Chron. 2.45.3, CSEL 50.98. 
163 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 5.  
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same Homoian opposition that had, in the meantime, exiled Hilary, Martin hears that Hilary has 
been allowed to return to Gaul and travels to meet him in Rome.164 Finding, on arrival, that 
Hilary had moved on to Poitiers, Martin follows him there and establishes a monastery outside 
the city.165 In Fortunatus’ version, Martin goes to meet Hilary in Rome before the two ever 
actually meet, “for Martin . . . would not have gone out to meet him except that he had foreseen 
in him a spirit in all particulars full of the divine mysteries.”166 It is only after Martin follows the 
saint from Rome to Poitiers that the latter ordains him an exorcist.167 As noted by Yves-Marie 
Duval and Luce Pietri, two miracles that follow Hilary’s departure from Rome are modeled on 
episodes from Sulpicius’ Vita Martini.168 In the first, Hilary drives an infestation of serpents 
from the island of Gallinaria, where Martin had cured himself through prayer after eating 
hellebore,169 and in the second Hilary raises an unbaptized infant from the dead, recalling 
Martin’s resurrection of a catechumen.170 
Hilary and the Battle of Vouillé 
 
164 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 6.  
165 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 7.  
166 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 9 (34): “Neque enim Martinus . . . illi devotus occurreret, nisi per omnia mysteriis plenum in 
eo spiritum praevidisset.” 
167 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 9 (33).  
168 Luce Pietri, “De L’Histoire à L’Hagiographie: La Vie D’Hilaire de Poitiers selon Venance Fortunat,” in 
Stéphane Benoist, Christine Hoët-van Cauwenberghe, eds., La Vie des Autres: Histoire, Prosopographie, 
Biographie dans L’Empire Romain (Lille, France: Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2013), 254; Yves-Marie 
Duval, “La Vie d’Hilaire de Fortunat de Poitiers: Du Docteur au Thaumaturge,” in Venanzio Fortunato e il suo 
Tempo, Convegno internazionale di studio, Valdobbiadene - Treviso (29 novembre 2001 - 1 dicembre 2001) 
(Trévise: Fondazione Cassamarca, 2003), 141. 
169 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 10; Sulp.Sev. VMartini 6. 
170 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 12; Sulp.Sev. VMartini 6.  
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Hilary again emerges as a prolific opponent of heresy in chapter 7 of the Liber de virtutibus 
Hilarii, which recounts the events leading up to Clovis’ defeat of the Visigoths at the battle of 
Vouillé. Fortunatus’ version of events runs as follows:  
In short, when Clovis, preparing to fight against the heretic faction, had collected 
armed forces, at midnight he was given the grace to see above him, as he was 
coming from the basilica of the blessed man, a light admonishing him that he, 
who was intending to fight with the enemy, should go out to battle in all haste but 
not without prayer at the venerable place. Heeding this admonition and fulfilling 
it by prayer, he went forth to battle with such success, since another was going to 
fight for him, that within the third hour of the day he won a victory surpassing 
mortal hopes. 
 
Denique Chlodoveus dum contra haereticam gentem pugnaturus armatas acies 
commovisset, media nocte meruit de basilica beati viri lumen super se venientem 
adspicere, admonitus, ut festinanter sed non sine venerabilis loci oratione 
adversum hostes conflictaturus descenderet. Quod ille diligenter observans et 
oratione occurrens tanta prosperitate altero pro se pugnaturo procesit ad bellum, ut 
intra horam diei tertiam ultra humana vota sortiretur victoriam.”171 
 
Gregory of Tours recorded a different prelude to the battle. In his telling, the Frankish army was 
passing through Tours on the way to Poitiers when Clovis sent messengers to the church of St. 
Martin to seek the saint’s blessing. Having received good tidings from the saint, he proceeded to 
encamp near Poitiers, at which time a pillar of fire rose from Hilary’s church and appeared to 
move towards Clovis “as a sign that with the support of the blessed saint he might the more 
easily overcome the heretic host, against which Hilary himself had so often done battle for the 
faith.”172 Gregory makes no mention of Clovis offering prayer at the church of Hilary. Though 
Fortunatus probably wrote his version at least a few years before Gregory wrote his,173 the latter 
 
171 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 7 (20-21). 
172 Greg.Tur. Hist. 2.37: “Scilicet ut, lumine beati confessoris adiutus Helarii, liberius hereticas acies, contra quas 
saepe idem sacerdos pro fide conflixerat, debellaret.” All translations of this text are from Gregory of Tours, The 
History of the Franks, translated by Lewis Thorpe (London: Penguin, 1974). 
173 Alexander Callander Murray, “Chronology and the Composition of the Histories of Gregory of Tours,” Journal 
of Late Antiquity 1 (2008), 194. 
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is probably the more historically accurate account. Gregory also includes in his account Clovis’ 
many gifts to Martin’s church after the battle, and Clovis and Queen Clotild continued to honor 
Martin as an especial patron of the Merovingian dynasty.174 In this chapter of the Liber de 
virtutibus Hilarii, not unlike many sections of the Vita Hilarii, Fortunatus abridges and conflates 
events so as to exclude any distraction from Hilary’s anti-heretical activity. 
 In the prose lives, the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii account of Clovis’ preparations for the 
battle of Vouillé is unusual for the length and depth of commentary Fortunatus provides. Unlike 
Gregory, who draws no explicit biblical parallels in his version, Fortunatus, departing from his 
own usual practice, rounds off the chapter by evoking the pillar of fire in Exodus: “A case of a 
miracle similar to this occurred in the time of the Israelites. For then a pillar of fire had gone 
before, now an apparition of light gave warning.”175  In the following lines, Fortunatus meditates 
on the significance of this miracle: 
I would like to know why the mystery of so great ardor was secret and yet 
presented so clearly. But as much as I seem to know with the help of his 
inspiration I shall not leave untold. He did not cease to war against the heretic 
battle lines in spirit just as formerly he had in body. He thought that a Constantius 
was returning again for him against the Arian Alaric. How great was his desire 
always for the propagation of the Catholic faith since, although he was laid to rest, 
he still did not lack an abundance of solicitude for it. For he who then at the synod 
had proffered words of faith to rout the enemy, here on the battlefield carried 
arms in victory. 
 
Vellem nosse, cur fuerit tanti ardoris secretum mysterium et tam manifestum 
prolatum. Sed quantum ipso inspirante videor agnoscere non tacebo. Contra 
haereticas acies sicut olim in corpore non cessavit spiritu dimicare: credebat sibi 
contra Halaricum Arrianum iterum redire Constantium. Quanta est illi semper pro 
cultu catholicae religionis aviditas, cum in requie posito adhuc sollicitudinis no 
 
174 Brian Brennan, “‘Being Martin’: Saint and Successor in Sixth-Century Tours,” Journal of Religious History 21 
(1997), 129. 
175 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 7 (22): “Similis quaedam contigit Israhelitici temporis huius causa virtutis. Nam ibi columna 
ignis praecesserat, hic figura lampadis admonebat.” Note Fortunatus’ lexical borrowing from Exod. 13:22: 
“Numquam defuit columna nubis per diem, nec columna ignis per noctem, coram populo.” 
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desit ubertas? Nam qui tunc in synodo ad confundendum hostem verba fidelia 
protulit, hic in campo arma tractavit victoria176 
 
This effort to draw biblical and historical parallels from the incident at Poitiers and the conflation 
of Clovis’ petition in Tours with the sighting of the miraculous light from Hilary’s church reflect 
contemporary interest in championing the anti-heretical credentials of Gallic saints as the battle 
of Vouillé came to be remembered as a crusade against Homoianism.177 In his version of events, 
Fortunatus is rather transparently setting the cult of Hilary in competition with that of Martin, 
who was the more credible saintly benefactor of Clovis’ victory. In this light, Fortunatus’ 
excursus seeking the secretum mysterium of the miracle may be intended primarily to 
incorporate Constantius, Hilary’s fourth-century Homoian antagonist, into this sixth-century 
miracle story. Martin could claim no such antagonists. As Deborah Deliyannis has noted, in 
Sulpicius’ Vita Martini and Paulinus of Périgueux’ versified Vita, “Martin was the victim rather 
than the attacker” of Homoians, and he directed his religious militancy primarily against 
pagans.178 
It stands to reason that Fortunatus would champion Hilary’s role as a defender of 
orthodoxy, but the ways the saint’s anti-heretical activity in the lives augments even the ample 
external evidence for it suggests that this aspect of Hilary’s career was not so much a constraint 
as an exploitable asset to his hagiographer. In particular, it was a favorable point of comparison 
with the career of Martin of Tours, which included little dueling with heretics. As was seen, 
 
176 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 8. 
177 Deborah Mauskopf Deliyannis, “Ravenna, Saint Martin, and the Battle of Vouillé,” in The Battle of Vouillé, 507 
CE: Where France Began, ed. Ralph W. Mathisen and Danuta Shanzer (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012), 171. 
178 Deliyannis, “Battle of Vouillé,” 170. 
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Fortunatus depicts Martin as being almost divinely inspired to seek out Hilary for his theological 
wisdom and steals a bit of his spotlight for Hilary at the battle of Vouillé. 
Severinus: A Contemporary Fighter of Heretics? 
Heretics appear once in the Vita Severini in the form of a Gothic army on the march to attack the 
city of Bordeaux:  
When the day of his anniversary was most pleasantly celebrated, 
the enemy, the Goths, drew near to invade the city, because they 
believed the populace (which they knew was much more 
concerned about solemnity) was not armed to resist. Having found 
this out, all the citizens fled to the tomb of the saint, so that 
Severinus might proceed against the heretics from the tomb as a 
warrior. 
 
Cum dies sui anniversarii iocundissime coleretur, hostis Gotorum 
adpropinquat, ut civitatem invaderet, dum putat populum sibi non 
armis resistere, quem cognoverat magis de sollemnitate tractare. 
Quo audito, cives omnes ad sancti sepulchro confugiunt, ut contra 
heredicus procederet belligeratur Severinus de tumolo.179 
 
In response, Severinus sends a dense fog to engulf and blind the Gothic army, and after a few 
days the army breaks camp and retreats, even leaving their horses behind; the people of 
Bordeaux then go to their homes and bring back lavish gifts in thanks to Severinus for his 
protection. This failed march on Bordeaux by the Goths is difficult to date, since Fortunatus 
provides no military or political context. In a recent study of depictions of Goths in Merovingian 
literature, Christian Stadermann has placed this incident in the early fifth century, apparently on 
the grounds that Severinus died in the years leading up to the Gothic settlement of Bordeaux in 
418.180 It is unlikely, however, that a story about the ignominious defeat of a Gothic army would 
 
179 Ven.Fort. VSeverini 6. 
180 Christian Stadermann, Gothus: Konstruktion und Rezeption von Gotenbildern in Narrativen Schriften des 
Merowingischen Gallien (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2017), 207.  
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have survived long into the Goths’ almost century-long occupation of the city. Levison placed 
the attack later, “in fränkischer Zeit,” but he deemed futile any attempt at more precise dating.181  
 Any date for the failed Gothic attack must remain tentative, but there is a plausible case 
to be made that this story, like that of Clovis in the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii, emerges from the 
events surrounding the battle of Vouillé and the anti-heretical sentiment that came to color its 
legacy. Starting with the broad parameters, this attack cannot have taken place between 419 and 
507, since the Goths were in possession of Bordeaux during that period. Moreover, Fortunatus 
does not provide a level of detail that would suggest that this attack was a recent event, in 
particular the name of the reigning bishop who would have been responsible for leading the 
solemnities. The early sixth century, then, seems most likely. To press this further, the time of 
year the attack occurred —Severinus’ feast day, October 21— lines up well with the battle of 
Vouillé and Clovis’ subsequent campaign to push the Visigoths out of Gaul. Even after the battle 
the Visigoths retained garrisons in cities such as Rodez, Clermont, Albi and Bordeaux,182 and 
taking these cities for the Frankish kingdom would be a slow, systematic process that would 
occupy much of the following year. Since Clovis took Bordeaux sometime in 507 and wintered 
there that year, a scenario involving a failed Visigothic attempt to re-take the city in late October 
seems quite plausible.183 
 If this dating of the incident in the Vita Severini is accepted, the context of writing (c. 
585) would have made the story much more powerful. In 579 the Homoian Visigothic prince 
Hermenegild had married the Catholic Frankish princess Ingund; despite the extreme efforts of 
 
181 Wilhelm Levison, “Die Entwicklung der Legende Severins von Köln,” in Bonner Jahrbücher 118 (1909), 42 n.1. 
182 Petersen, Siege Warfare, 492. 
183 Greg.Tur. Hist. 2.37. 
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her mother-in-law, Goiswinth, to convert Ingund to Homoianism, it was Hermenegild who 
underwent a religious conversion, and upon his adoption of Nicene trinitarianism waged a 
rebellion against his father, King Leovigild, in 580. The ensuing civil war came to an end in 584, 
when Leovigild captured, exiled and eventually killed his rebellious son; Ingund was also sent 
into exile in Constantinople but died on the journey in Africa. The Frankish king Guntram, 
whose kingdom of Burgundy bordered Visigothic Septimania, was so enraged by the news of the 
deaths of Hermenegild and Ingund that he ordered the invasion of Septimania and then Spain in 
585. A rebellion in southern Gaul soon forced Guntram to call off the invasion, and to make 
matters worse, Gothic forces made successful plundering raids into Frankish territory, even 
taking captives in the territory around Toulouse.184 Soon after Leovigild died in spring 586, 
Reccared, his successor, signed a peace treaty with Childebert (Ingund’s brother), but Guntram 
continued hostilities, closing the frontier between Burgundy and Septimania; the Goths, in 
response, raided the lower Rhone valley. Despite ongoing marriage negotiations between 
Childebert and Reccared, who wished to marry Childebert’s sister, Chlodoswinda, hostilities 
between Guntram and the Visigoths continued until the disastrous defeat of Guntram’s forces 
near Septimania in 589; Reccared’s conversion to Nicene trinitarianism around 587 helped 
ensure the peace was lasting.  
 Stadermann suggests that the story of the attempted Gothic attack in the Vita Severini 
indicates an enduring anti-Gothic animosity among the Franks and Gallo-Romans of Bordeaux in 
the late sixth century; the experience of Gothic occupation in the early fifth century, he says, 
became “für die kollektive Identität der städtischen Bevölkerung bedeutsam.”185 The story’s 
 
184 Greg.Tur. Hist. 8.30.  
185 Stadermann, Gothus, 208. 
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association with the battle of Vouillé, if accepted, and Guntram’s dealings with the Homoian 
Visigoths in southwestern Gaul, suggest that Fortunatus was addressing a more immediate 
concern than shoring up the civic identity of Bordeaux’ Nicene Christians. The city’s somewhat 
recent history as a Gothic possession and the sight of Visigothic troops again on the move in 
Gaul must have stirred tremendous worry in Bordeaux, and Severinus’ miracle of hindering the 
Gothic army would have provided some comfort to the city. Moreoever, gaining a reputation as 
saintly defender of the city against barbarian heretics would have been a boon for Severinus’ 
local cult. 
 Fortunatus does not attach to heretics the kind of rich pastoral imagery that, as will be 
seen, he associated with pagans and, to a lesser extent, Jews. His heretics operate plainly as 
flesh-and-blood antagonists of orthodoxy and its saintly defenders. In so doing, these characters 
serve purposes that are more narrowly cultic than pastoral. They are historically-situated foils 
that prove the saint’s supernatural power over Christ’s enemies. However, there did exist in 
antiquity a constellation of images associated with heresy, in particular those of disease and 
pollution.186 In the discussion that follows, I will suggest that Hilary’s reputation as an opponent 
of heresy lent greater pastoral depth to a story that, on its face, involves not heretics at all, but 
leprosy. 
Lepers as Heretics, Heretics as Lepers 
  
In the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii, Fortunatus included a story of two lepers named Castorius and 
Crispio who seek and receive healing at Hilary’s tomb in Poitiers. The story is so rife with 
soteriological topoi that it merits being quoted in full:   
 




For the glory of the performer we should recall to the minds of the people also the 
following very unusual miracle. For when there came from Cahors two lepers foul 
with spots, resting their hope of cure in the saint’s intercession, they washed their 
hands and besmeared the rest of their bodies with dust which was wiped off his 
tomb. They faithfully expended such diligent care on themselves until the various 
sores of their diseases departed like prisoners from the body which they had made 
prisoner so that, deceived by its own consolation, it left unharmed the color of the 
skin which it had attacked and retained no trace of the foulness which it had 
brought with it. After countless scars a whole skin was restored to all parts of the 
body; the face, marred so long by leprous ugliness, began to take on again its own 
likeness so as to be unrecognizable. By this most faithful bathing a purifying 
Jordan was discovered by the Pictavians, and although they did not go to the river 
it came to them there. Thus was manifested the very praiseworthy compassion of 
the confessor who took away the hardship of a long journey and granted the 
prayers for health. O how the proofs of his inestimable virtues shone when the 
cleanliness of the tomb cleansed the spots of leprosy! What physician’s care could 
have done this, that is, produce healing effects from dust of this kind? Of those 
who were cured, Castorius, established as deacon, and Crispio, as subdeacon, 
remained until their death devoted to the allegiance of the one by whom they had 
been cured, and rightly chose to bear the yoke of the master by whom they had 
been made free of punishment. 
 
Illud quoque nobis est tam singulare miraculum pro gloria conlatoris ad 
memoriam populi revocandum. Nam cum a Cadurcis venissent duo leprae 
maculis immutati spem suae salutis in sancti intercessione fundantes, de pulvere 
qui ab eius sepulchro abstergebatur sua lavantes capita et membra reliqua 
perunguentes, tam diu sibi talem curam fideliter impenderunt, donec infirmitatis 
ipsius uleus ac varietas de corpore quod captivaverat captiva migraret, ut decepta 
suis solatiis colorem quem invaserat inviolata relinqueret et quam secum attulerat 
turpitudinis speciem non teneret. Post innumerabilia vulnera membris omnibus 
instaurata est cutis una: vultus ille diuturna deletus sordidine sua coepit repingi 
imagine nec agnosci. Per fidelissimum lavacrum Pictavis illis purificus Iordanis 
inventus est et non ipsi ad fluvium sed fluvius ad ipsos hic occurrit. Quae tam 
praedicabilis patuit miseratio confessoris, qui et laborem longinqui itineris abstulit 
et salutis vota porrexit. O quam inaestimabilium claruerunt documenta virtutum, 
ubi sepulchri munditiae mundaverunt maculas leprae! Cuius hoc facere cura 
potuisset artificis, qui de tali pulvere ferret beneficia medicinae? Ex quibus 
Castorius diaconus et Crispio subdiaconus institutus ad eius obsequium usque in 
finem suum per quem sanati sunt adhaeserunt: et merito illius elegerunt sustinere 
iuga domini, a quo poena liberi sunt effecti.187 
 
 
187 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 4. 
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Aside from Radegund’s kissing and washing the hands and feet of lepers in the Vita Radegundis, 
this is the only story in the Fortunatan prose corpus involving lepers.188 Certain elements of this 
story bear a strong association with heresy and paganism, which in turn would have lent greater 
soteriological significance to the miracle. The mention of the Jordan River, for example, evokes 
the biblical story of the Syrian general Naaman, who, following Elisha’s instructions, cured his 
own leprosy by dipping seven times into the Jordan River. In the New Testament and Latin 
patristics, Naaman’s cleansing with water prefigured pagan conversion to Christianity through 
baptism.189 According to legend, moreover, Pope Sylvester healed Constantine of leprosy at his 
conversion,190 and the relics of Martin of Tours were believed to have cured the son of Chararic, 
the Homoian king of the Suevi, of the disease in the 550s.191 
Fortunatus’ use of leprosy and related terms in the poetic corpus further suggests that he 
not only associated leprosy with religious outsiders but also extended this association to include 
post-baptismal sin. He uses the word macula, for example, in only three senses: 1) to refer 
literally and specifically to the sores of leprosy,192 2) to refer to the “stain” of heretical 
unbelief193 and 3) metonymically for the stains of sin.194 In one poem —a series of tituli195 to 
 
188 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 19. Aside from the aforementioned titulus, there is only one story involving lepers in the 
poetic corpus as well; see Ven.Fort VMartini 18.3. 
189 See Luke 4:27; Ambr.Med. De myst. 3.17-18; Caes.Arel. Serm. 129.2. 
190 Mombritius, Vitae Sanctorum, vol. 2, 513. 
 
191 Greg.Tur. De virt.Mart. 1.11. 
192 Ven.Fort. Carm. 1.6.9; 10.6.33, 10.6.97; Idem. VMartini 1.513, 2.484. 
 
193 Ven.Fort. Carm. 11.1.37. 
194 Ven.Fort. Carm. 1.15.54, 2.2.4, 4.17.11, 4.26.89, 10.1.16, 10.3.4; Idem. VMartini 2.335. 
195 On the possible pastoral function of tituli, see Francesco Lubian, “Tituli for illiterates?: the (sub-)genre of tituli 
historiarum between ekphrasis, iconography and catechesis,” in Paola Francesca, Roberta Ricci and Chiara Torre, 
eds., Culture and literature in Latin late antiquity: continuities and discontinuities (Turnhout: Brepols, 2015), 53-
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adorn illustrations of Martin’s life in the newly restored church of St. Martin in Tours— he 
connects (1) and (3) explicitly and alludes to (2) through mention of the Jordan River: 
Seed sown in Pannonia has sent its harvest to you, Gaul, an unfertile land, but one 
that produces heavenly food, Martin renowned for his merits, who by the bounty 
of God holds high station as senator in the heavenly abode. He cleansed the stains 
of leprosy with his healing kisses; his purifying spittle cured a man of infection. 
For one who could not struggle all the way to the river of the Lord the saint 
provided from his mouth the power the Jordan possesses. May this holy man by 
your agency, shepherd Gregory, take from me, Fortunatus the sinner, my many 
stains. 
 
Pannoniae satio misit tibi, Gallia, fructum gignens caelestem terra maligna 
dapem, Martinum inlustrem meritis, qui munere divo culmen in aetheria sede 
senator habet. Qui leprae maculas medicata per oscula purgat, curat et infectum 
pura saliva virum. Ad fluvium Domini cui non fuit ire labore, quod Iordanis 
habet, sanctus ab ore dedit. Qui sacer ipse mihi te, pastor, agente, Gregori, 
Fortunato adimat tot maculosa reo.196 
 
On the grounds of the aforementioned associations between leprosy and heresy, as well as the 
titulus’ likely prominent position above the apsidal niche, Herbert Kessler has interpreted the 
healing of the leper in the titulus as alluding principally to “the denunciation of paganism and 
heresy and conversion to Christianity.”197 
 Though the story of Castorius and Crispio never mentions religious outsiders explicitly, 
Fortunatus’ use of macula, his mention of the Jordan River and the broader tradition of 
associating leprosy with religious outsiders suggests that the figure of the heretic as leper was 
one of the soteriological tropes informing this narrative. This reading of the Liber de virtutibus 
Hilarii story might also help to nuance Kessler’s reading of the titulus. While its prominent 
 
68; on Prudentius’ tituli, see Renate Pillinger, Die Tituli historiarum oder das sogenannte Dittochaeon des 
Prudentius: Versuch eines philosophisch-archäologischen Kommentars (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 1980). 
196 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.6.93-102. 
197 Herbert L. Kessler, “Pictorial Narrative and Church Mission in Sixth-Century Gaul,” in Herbert L. Kessler and 
M.S. Simpson, eds., Pictorial Narrative in Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Washington, DC: National Gallery of 
Art, 1985), 81-82. 
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position spatially in the church certainly implies the central moment of baptism and the 
beginning of a new spiritual path, the more general notions of penance and continual spiritual 
reform would have come through just as strongly to long-baptized Christians viewing the scene. 
Thus, though the notion of proselytism to outsiders certainly resides in the subtext, to the 
audience the titulus’ most immediate significance probably would have been not conversion to 
Christianity but conversion to a more committed spiritual vocation. Fortunatus’ prayer that 
Martin take away his sins at the end of the leper titulus corroborates this interpretation. 
Fortunatus’ Heretics and the Gallic Religious Context 
Interestingly, though Hilary’s and Severinus’ reputations as opponents of heresy appear to have 
been major assets to their cults, scholars have tended to minimize the influence of Homoianism 
in Gaul in the late sixth century.198 To be sure, heretical sects still had a presence. Gregory’s 
Histories contain several passages dealing with heresy. He records two doctrinal debates that he 
had with Visigothic envoys and another with a Sadducean, and he tells of the contemporary 
persecution of the Frankish princess Ingund by her Visigothic stepmother-in-law Goiswinth 
when the former refused to convert to Homoianism.199 In the earlier books he puts the perfidia of 
Homoians on display by decrying their persecution of Nicene Christians and detailing the divine 
punishment meted out on Homoian leaders throughout history.200 On this evidence, Van Dam 
has argued that the Catholic church in Gaul “still faced opposition” from Homoianism and that a 
 
198 Kamil Choda, “Facing a Second Death: Narrating and Silencing Hell in the Works of Gregory of Tours,” 
Graeco-Latina Brunensia 22, no. 2 (2017), 205; Martin Heinzelmann, “Heresy in Books I and II of Gregory of 
Tours’ Historiae,” in Alexander Callander Murray and Walter A. Goffart, eds., After Rome’s Fall: Narrators and 
Sources of Early Medieval History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 67-82; Edward James, “Gregory of 
Tours and ‘Arianism’,” in Andrew Cain and Noel Lenski eds., The Power of Religion in Late Antiquity (Burlington, 
Vt.: Ashgate, 2009), 327-38. 
199 Greg.Tur. Hist. 5.42, 6.40, 10.13 and 5.38.  
200 Greg.Tur. Hist. 2.2-4, 33. 
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proper understanding of the relationship between God the Father and Christ was central to 
Gregory’s thought.201 Ian Wood has similarly suggested that an intense anti-Homoian fervor on 
the part of Gregory drove his inclusion and construction of episodes involving Homoians.202 
However, the alarm that Nicene authors express over the threat of Homoianism appears 
completely out of proportion to the actual evidence of heresy in Gaul. In Walter Goffart’s 
estimation, “it would have been ‘hard for normal Catholics of Gregory’s generation to look 
around and regard Arianism as a menace.’”203 Indeed, he seems to have used heretici and Ariani 
primarily as proxies for doctrinal deviation writ large or as foils for Nicene Christian self-
definition.204 
 Breukelaar has offered a particularly compelling argument against viewing heresy (or, at 
least, any specific heretical sect) as an influential force in Gregory’s Gaul.205 First, in the 
Histories Gregory makes direct statements suggesting that organized heretical opposition is a 
thing of the past. In 588 he dismissed the need for a general territorial council proposed by 
Guntram on the grounds that “no threat is being made to the doctrine of the church. No new 
heresy is being spawned.”206 In a passage on the anti-Sabellian writings of Avitus of Vienne, 
 
201 Van Dam, Leadership and Community, 187. 
202 Ian Wood, “Gregory of Tours and Clovis,” Revue Belge de Philologie et D’Histoire 63 (1985), 259.  
203 Walter Goffart, The Narrators of Barbarian History (A.D. 550-800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and 
Paul the Deacon (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 213n.440, quoted in Avril Keely, “Arians and Jews 
in the Histories of Gregory of Tours,” Journal of Medieval History 23 no.2 (1997), 105.   
204 Heinzelmann, “Heresy in Books I and II,” 82. 
205 A.H.B. Breukelaar, Historiography and Episcopal Authority in Sixth-Century Gaul: The Histories of Gregory of 
Tours interpreted in their historical context (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994), 278-81. 
206 Greg.Tur. Hist. 9.20: “Ecclesiae fides periculo non quatitur, heresis nova non surgit”; Breukelaar, Historiography 
and Episcopal Authority, 278. 
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Gregory praises them as having “then crushed heresy [as] they now build up God’s church.”207 
Secondly, most passages in Gregory’s Histories involving Homoians and Homoianism date to 
before his episcopacy. They fall into two categories: Frankish traditions of Clovis’ conversion to 
Nicene Christianity and Spanish and African traditions of Vandal persecution of Nicene 
Christians. Though originally anti-Homoian in intent, these traditions as passed down by 
Gregory do not attack heretics so much as they show the orthodoxy of the Gallic church and the 
benefits of proper trinitarian confession. Whatever polemic they deploy tends to function as a 
backdrop for the virtus of the orthodox bishop or the virgin martyr, not as free-standing 
explorations of the errors of heresy; Homoian villains such as the Vandal Huneric and the Goth 
Athanaric suffer terrible consequences not for being Homoian but for not being orthodox. 
Gregory intended for these stories to “[reconfirm] the Gallic religious identity” of an already 
orthodox audience, not to confront an ongoing problem of heresy.208 
 This interpretation of Gregory’s works aligns well with what has been observed in 
Fortunatus’ works on Hilary. The heretics in these works serve primarily as opponents of 
Christianity as represented by the saint. The nature of their opposition, tellingly, is never 
explained -that they opposed and were defeated by the saint was enough for Fortunatus’ 
purposes. The Vita Severini and the lepers in the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii show two additional 
ways literary heretics could function in Fortunatus’ Gaul. In the former, the well-aged incident of 
the Goths’ failed attack on Bordeaux lent the saint an urgent relevance in the midst of renewed 
 
207 Greg.Tur. Hist. 2.34: “Extant exinde nunc apud nos epistolae admirabilis, quae sicut tunc heresim oppraesserunt, 
ita nunc eclesiam Dei aedificant.” 
208 Breukelaar, Historiography and Episcopal Authority, 281. 
 148 
 
Frankish-Visigothic hostilities. In the latter, the saint’s reputation as a vanquisher of heretics 
probably contributed to the dense soteriological imagery of the healing. 
Pagans 
 
Pagans appear as characters in three places in the Lives: once in the Vita Hilarii and twice in the 
Vita Paterni. If Fortunatus’ heretics were largely foils for the saints’ orthodoxy or proxies for 
real-life Homoians threatening Nicene Christians, then his pagans were much more sublimated 
stand-ins for sin and repentance that would have played a more broadly pastoral, as opposed to 
cultic, role among lay Christians. 
Florentia: Pagan Convert or Christian Conversa? 
In the Vita Hilarii a pagan girl named Florentia becomes a follower of the saint. While he was 
visiting a church in an unnamed village on his journey from his place of exile in Phrygia to the 
Council of Seleucia, Florentia, 
immediately bursting into the crowd of people, testified in a loud voice that the 
servant of the Lord had come. Running up to his feet she did not stop asking until 
she gained her request that the sign of the cross be made upon her by him in token 
of her faith. Her father Florentius followed her and her whole family, and they 
deserved to be baptized in the name of the Lord. Leaving her parents and 
following his steps this Florentia was taken to Poitiers; she said that she 
considered her father to be not the one who gave her life but the one who gave her 
new life. 
 
Mox Florentia puella gentilis inrumpens multitudinem populi voce magna servum 
dei advenisse testata est et ad pedes eius occurrens non cessavit petere, nisi 
signum crucis ab ipso sibi fieri fideliter impetrasset. Quam Florentius pater 
secutus et cuncta familia in nomine domini meruerunt pariter baptizari. Quae 
Florentia relicits parentibus vestigiis eius inhaerens usque Pictavis perducta est: 




209 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 7 (22-23). Fortunatus’ word for “pagan” here is gentilis, which Skaff incorrectly translated as 
“Christian;” see Ven.Fort. Carm. 2.7 and R.M. Hauber, The Late Latin Vocabulary of the Moralia of Saint Gregory 




It is unclear how Fortunatus learned of this story. It does not appear in any other works, and he 
inserts it as a digression within a long passage of Sulpician material recounting Hilary’s journey 
from Phrygia to Seleucia. It seems most likely that the story, like letter from Hilary to Abra so 
piously preserved in the city, was a local legend in Poitiers.  
In fact, it is probable that the two legends were interrelated. The Florentia story follows 
immediately upon Fortunatus’ paraphrase of the letter, forming a juxtaposition that could be read 
as promoting women’s monasticism in Poitiers. The spirituality of the Convent of the Holy Cross 
was heavily inspired by the image of Christ as the bridegroom of dedicated virgins, and the 
qualities this husband took on in the letter and in the convent are remarkably similar. In the 
former he is an elegant nobleman whose “beauty was beyond comparison with roses and lilies” 
and whose “riches embraced kingdoms within their scopes;” 210 likewise, Baudonivia recounts a 
vision Radegund had a year before her death in which she came face to face with Christ the 
bridegroom in the form of a “very rich youth” who “was most beautiful and had, as the young 
do, a tender touch and a charming way with words.”211 For the already converted, the story of 
Florentia, rather than simply narrating a conversion, could have served as an idealized response 
to the prospect of being wedded to the heavenly bridegroom through asceticism, analogously to 
the way Abra was wedded to him through death. This story also could have played a role in 
cementing (or repairing) cultic ties between the Holy Cross and the bishops of Poitiers, since it 
provides a historical basis for Hilary’s heavenly patronage of female monasticism in the city. 
Though it begins as a story of pagan conversion to Christianity, the Florentia story is perhaps 
 
210 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 6 (19): “Indicans ei, eo quod talem sponsum pater anxius providisset, cuius nobilitas caelos 
ascenderet, pulchritudo rosarum et lilii comparationem praecederet . . . divitiae intra se regna concluderent.” 
211 Baud. VRadegundis 20: “Venit ad eam iuvenis praedives, pulcherrimus, et quasi iuvenilem habens aetatem, qui 
suavi tactu blandoque conloquio dum cum ea loqueretur, illa de se zelans, blandiciam ipsam respuebat.” All 
translations of this text, unless otherwise noted, are from Jo Ann McNamara, Sainted Women of the Dark Ages. 
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most meaningfully understood as something of an exhortation to laypeople to take up the ascetic 
life and as a foundation tale for what was hoped to be a close alliance between two Christian 
cultic centers. 
Pagans, Paternus and Pastoral Care  
Fortunatus dwells at greater length on the errors of paganism and the process of conversion in a 
series of episodes in the Vita Paterni. Having left the home of his parents at a young age to 
pursue the religious life in the monastery of St. Jovinus, near Poitiers, Paternus and his monastic 
companion, Scubilio, decide to take up a life of wandering asceticism.212 As they are traveling to 
a certain island in search of solitude, a god-fearing man named Amabilis detains the holy men to 
ask that they intervene to stop the locals’ veneration of a pagan cult. Soon thereafter, as the 
populus was celebrating the pagan feast, “they were warned by the holy men not to believe that 
they could save themselves by worshipping vain things [vana], but that one could be saved if he 
does not provoke the creator with injury, and that a revived creature would act more justly if it 
puts itself at the service of its maker.”213 The pagans, however, scorned the two monks and 
continued with their celebration, at which point the latter overturned the pagans’ cooking vessels 
with their walking sticks and escaped physical harm only through divine protection. They also 
encounter resistance in the form of a pagan woman who attempts to fend them off by denuding 
herself. We do not learn what happened to the group of pagans immediately after this, but the 
woman suffers divine retribution in the form of paralysis, and a year later she begs the monks’ 
 
212 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 3-4; see Bélisaire Ledain, Dictionnaire Topographique du Département des Deux-Sèvres 
comprenant les Noms de Lieux Anciens et Modernes (Poitiers: Alfred Dupond, 1902), 249. 
213 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 5 (16): “Admonitus est a sanctis viris, ne vana colendo se crederet salvari, qui salvari poterat 
si non inritaret in iniuria creatorem, sed iustius ageret, si conditori suo vivificatum plasma serviret.” On monks who 
settled in caves near pagan places of worship, see J.N. Hillgarth, “Popular Religion in Visigothic Spain,” in 
Visigothic Spain: New Approaches, ed. Edward James (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 3-60. 
 151 
 
forgiveness and is healed. 
 Throughout the passage Fortunatus deploys the images and rhetoric of Martinian holiness 
that its plot demands. He describes his holy party-crashers as “strong soldiers fight[ing] for 
Christ” “armed with the banner of the cross and the fervor of faith,” and the pagans, like many in 
the Vita Martini, are immobilized by divine power while the saints destroy their cult site. Paola 
Santorelli, moreover, has noted the Sulpician resonances of Fortunatus’ description of the cult as 
gentilis error.214  
What have been less well-noted than the Vita Paterni’s Martinian borrowings are the 
contemporary resonances of its stories of pagans in the context of intra-Christian pastoral care. 
Particularly significant is the monks’ warning against provoking and refusing to serve God in his 
capacity as creator of the world. This argument was common in anti-pagan polemic but was also 
applied to the pastoral care of Christians. When St. Vulfolaic sought to turn some local rustics 
from worship of Diana, he told them “that the incantations which they chanted . . . were quite 
unworthy of them. Instead they should make a seemly offering of worship to God Almighty, who 
had made heaven and earth.”215 Similarly, in 554, Childebert promulgated an edict ordering the 
destruction of pagan idols erected in fields, wherein he makes repeated reference to the injury 
(iniuria, laedo) caused to God by what appear to have been syncretistic practices by nominally 
Christian rustici.216 In a sermon on the feast of a church, Caesarius of Arles borrowed Paul’s 
 
214 Paola Santorelli, Vite dei santi Paterno e Marcello: Introduzione, Traduzione, e Commento (Napoli-Catania: 
Paolo Loffredo Iniziative, 2015), 68. 
215 Greg.Tur. Hist. 8.15: “Indigna etiam ese ipsa, quae . . . cantica proferebant; sed potius Deo omnipotenti, qui 
caelum fecit ac terram, dignum sit sacrificium laudis inpendere.”  
216MGH Capit. 1.2-3: “Qualiter in sacriligiis Dei iniuria vindicetur, nostrum est pertractandum, et quia fides nostra, 
ut verbo de altario sacerdote faciente, quaecumque de evangelio, prophetis vel apostolo fuerit adnuntiatum, in 
quantum Deus dat intellectum. Ad nos quaeremonia processit, multa sacrilegia in populo fieri, unde Deus ledatur et 
populos per peccatum declinet ad mortem . . . Haec omnia unde Deus agnoscitur laedi, nullatinus fieri permittimus.” 
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metaphor of the individual Christian as “God’s temple” in whom “God’s spirit dwells” to warn 
his flock against sin: “God, who could without any difficulty form heaven and earth . . . deigns to 
dwell in you. . . . Therefore let God find in you . . . nothing filthy or dark or haughty. If He 
suffers an injury there, He quickly withdraws, and if the Redeemer departs, the devil 
immediately draws near.”217 Finally, in the Vita Severini, Fortunatus mirrors the Vita Paterni’s 
language of service to the creator in a passage describing the saint’s effect on those he exorcised: 
“Before the hand of the stronger one the fugitive fled, so that the uninjured purified creature 
might serve the creator.”218  
 This contiguity between Paternus’ warning to the pagans and Christian leaders’ 
admonitions to the faithful suggests that Fortunatus, rather than simply portraying a scene of 
evangelization, in fact has in mind the possible uses of this episode in the routine pastoral care of 
the laity. Indeed, the short passage of reported speech, taken alone, contains nothing that would 
exclude Christians as a plausible audience; the term Fortunatus/Paternus uses to describe their 
worship (vana) could apply to any religiously censured activity. Lending further support to this 
interpretation is the fact that, with the denuded woman’s repentance and healing, Fortunatus 
elides Paternus’ ostensibly Martinian confrontation with the pagans into a more characteristically 
sixth-century miracle story, even closing with a tagline typical of his healing miracles: “Whence 
vengeance had come, thence medicine was flowing.”219 
 
217 Caes.Arel. Serm. 229.2, CCL 104.906: “Deus enim, qui caelum et terram verbo potentiae suae sine ullo labore 
potuit fabricare, in te dignatur habitare; et ideo sic debes agere, ut talem habitatorem non possis offendere. Nihil 
ergo in te, hoc est in templo suo, deus inveniat sordidum, nihil tenebrosum, nihil superbum: quia, si ibi aliquam 
iniuriam pertulerit, cito discedit; et si redemptory discesserit, statim deceptor accedit.” See I Cor. 3.17.  
218 Ven.Fort. VSeverini 4: “Ante manum fortiores fugitivus evanuit, ut creatori integre purificata plasma serviret.”  
219 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 6 (19): “Unde vindicta venerat inde curreret medicina.”  
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 The final passage involving pagans in the Vita Paterni appears shortly after Paternus is 
made a priest by Bishop Leontianus of Coutances,220 and it is an almost parenthetical account of 
the aforementioned pagans’ eventual conversion: “In Scissy the fruit of grace, born from the seed 
of the word, was growing up so much in these twin cultivators [Paternus and Scubilio] that the 
fanum of the profane cult was torn out by the rescued people, and the insensate place became an 
enclosure for animals;”221 not only were pagan cults uprooted, but the land was filled with 
monasteries and the “nectar of all religiosity.”222 Similarly to Paternus’ warning to the pagans a 
few chapters earlier, the agricultural metaphors and the focus on the transformation of the land as 
a symbol of religious conversion are reflective of metaphors of the Christian soul already current 
in sixth-century Gallic homiletics. In a sermon encouraging the people to tend to their own 
spiritual growth through reading and contemplation, Caesarius embarks on a rather lengthy 
comparison of spiritual and earthly cultivation, saying, in part,  
Vices should be uprooted and virtues planted; what is harmful should be torn out 
and what is useful inserted. Pride should be torn out, humility planted. . . . Just as 
you cannot plant good things in your land unless you remove what is evil, so you 
cannot plant the holy shoots of virtues in your soul unless you tear out the thorns 
and thistles of vice. 
 
Eradicentur mala, et bona plantentur: extirpentur noxia, et inserantur utilia: 
superbia evellatur, et humilitas plantetur . . . Nam quomodo in terra tua, nisi mala 
proieceris, bona plantare non poteris, sic et de anima tua nisi spinas et tribulos 
vitiorum eradicaveris, virtutum germina sancta plantare non poteris.223 
 
 
220 On Leontianus, see PCBE 4.1131. 
221 See also Ven.Fort. Carm. 5.5.30. 
222 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 10 (31-32): “Quibus gemellis cultoribus tantus in Sesciaco adolescebat gratiae fructus de 
verbi semine genitus, ut fanum profani cultus ereptis hominibus deputaretur pecoribus et insensatus locus fieret 
animalium clausura. Spelunca vero quia et tales accolas excepit, tantum coepit nobilis floris odore flagrare, ut velut 
de patris fundamine matrisque alveario cum totius religiositatis nectare nata atque nutrita monachorum plurima 
funderentur examina.” 
223 Caes.Arel. Serm. 6.4, CCL 103.32. 
 154 
 
Drawing on a rich store of images from the Bible and contemporary homiletics, Fortunatus 
adapted his narratives about pagans to readers and hearers who might never encounter a pagan 
person or place of worship. In so doing, he advanced a new stage of development of the late 
antique literary trope of pagan-Christian conflict. His saints, while bearing the title of martyr and 
exhibiting a Martinian anti-pagan fervor, pointed through their encounters with pagans toward 
spiritual truths best grasped by the already converted.224 
Pagans, Christians and Syncretism in Fortunatus’ Gaul 
Many sources roughly contemporary with the prose lives give an impression of a recalcitrant 
paganism still threatening to lure Christians away from the path of salvation. Canon 22 of the 
Council of Tours (567) excoriates those who celebrate the 1st of January and who show 
reverence at certain trees, rocks and springs; it also mentions the practice of presenting meat 
offerings to the dead on the festival of the See of Peter.225 Caesarius famously censured a host of 
purportedly pagan practices, e.g. consulting seers, soothsayers and fortune-tellers; blowing 
trumpets during solar eclipses; refusing to work on Thursday in honor of Jove; and dancing and 
pantomiming in churches, a tradition “carried over from pagan practice.”226 The aforementioned 
edict of Childebert issues penalties to landowners who had ignored priests’ warnings to destroy 
idols erected on their land, and it forbids “night watches spent in drunkenness, obscenity and 
song even on the holy days of Easter, the Nativity and other feasts.”227 Most strongly suggestive 
 
224 Martin Quenehen, “Ennemis Intimes: La Représentation des Juifs dans l’Œuvre de Grégoire de Tours,” Archives 
Juives 42 (2009), 124.  
225 Conc.Tours. a. 567, can. 22, CCL 148a.191-92. 
226 Caes.Arel. Serm. 13.4, CCL 103.67: “Quia ista consuetudo . . . de paganorum observatione remansit”.  
227 MGH Capit. 1.2-3: “Noctes pervigiles cum ebrietate, scurrilitate vel cantecis, etiam in ipsis sacris diebus pascha, 
natale Domini et reliquis festivitatibus.” Translation by Bernadette Filotas, Pagan Survivals, Superstitions and 
Popular Cultures in Early Medieval Pastoral Literature, PIMS Studies and Texts 151 (Toronto: PIMS, 2005), 86. 
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of a flourishing sixth-century paganism is Martin of Braga’s De correctione rusticorum, which 
posited demonic, primordial origins for the pagan pantheon and received wide circulation in 
Gaul in the seventh and eighth centuries.228  
 Scholars have drawn differing conclusions on the extent to which paganism (whether 
Roman or Celtic) survived as a distinct religious system into the sixth century, but on the whole 
the evidence suggests that it was largely a thing of the past. Vacandard took the aforementioned 
edict of Childebert as evidence that “culte païen proprement dit” survived among the rural poor, 
and Brian Brennan has suggested that even a figure as late as Gregory of Tours was actively 
combating indigenous paganism.229 Others, noting that many of the practices excoriated as 
“pagan” in the sources coincide with Christian feasts, have emphasized the processes of 
adaptation and reinterpretation that made these practices compatible with Christianity in the 
minds of laypeople. On balance, the evidence suggests that paganism was dying out in most 
quarters of Gaul in the early sixth century and experienced a swift decline toward mid-century. 
Before the arrival of Columbanus, the last church council to refer to pagans in the present tense 
was the Fifth Council of Orléans in 549.230 All other Frankish councils to address paganism 
between 549 and 625 go only so far as to describe certain practices as “pagan” in nature, as 
though the practitioners themselves are not pagans. Nearly all of Gregory’s roughly datable 
anecdotes involving pagans can be dated to a decade or so before his episcopacy, at the latest, 
 
228 Yitzhak Hen, “Martin of Braga’s De Correctione Rusticorum and its Uses in Frankish Gaul,” in Medieval 
Transformations: Texts, Power, and Gifts in Context, ed. Esther Cohen and Mayke de Jong (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 38.  
229 E. Vacandard, “L’Idolatrie en Gaule au VIe et au VIIe Siècle,” Revue des Questions Historiques 65 (1899), 427; 
Brian Brennan, “Text and Image: ‘Reading’ the Walls of the Sixth-Century Cathedral of Tours,” Journal of 
Medieval Latin 6 (1996), 77.   
230 Conc.Orléans a. 549, can. 22, CCL 148a.156.  
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and in at least one place Gregory refers in the past tense to “the time of the pagans.”231 Yitzhak 
Hen has aptly characterized references to pagan practices in sixth-century Frankish sources as 
“[creating] the impression that those phenomena were rare and not representative of Merovingian 
culture.” 232 
Though the narrative sections of the prose lives present paganism as an unequivocally 
evil force, the decline of pagan worship in Gaul allowed Fortunatus greater latitude to put his 
pagans to uses beyond the cultic and the polemical by casting them as stand-ins for baptized but 
wayward Christians. The following discussion will observe Fortunatus using Jewish characters in 
a similar, pastoral way while also giving voice to clerical anxieties about real-life Jewish 
people’s supposed religious influence on Christians. 
Jews 
Unlike whatever pagans or heretics remained in the late sixth century, the Jews formed a highly 
cohesive and visible community in Gallic society. The Jewish communities at Clermont and 
Orléans were each thriving enough to have their own synagogues in the early 570s, but both 
were torn down by Christian mobs before 585.233 Scholarship on Jewish-Christian relations in 
sixth-century Gaul has tended to focus on Christian attitudes towards Jews and their place within 
Christians’ concept of religious outsiders in general. Many have noted that Gregory of Tours 
used Jews, pagans and heretics in his work as more or less interchangeable “agents of 
 
231 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 61: “‘Sanctus Helius tempore paganorum in hac urbe fuit episcopus, qui defunctus, sepultus 
est a fidelibus.’” All translations of this text, unless otherwise noted, are from Raymond Van Dam, trans. Gregory of 
Tours: Glory of the Confessors (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2004). 
232 See Yitzhak Hen, “Paganism and Superstitions in the Time of Gregory of Tours: une question mal posée!,” in 
The World of Gregory of Tours, ed. Kathleen Mitchell and Ian Wood (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 232; cf. Danuta Shanzer, 
“The Twilight of the Ancient Gods,” in John Tolan, ed., Geneses: A Comparative Study of the Historiographies of 
the Rise of Christianity, Rabbinic Judaism, and Islam (London: Routledge, 2019), 35-63. 
233 Greg.Tur. Hist. 5.11 and 8.1. 
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differentiation” (Keely) to foster a sense of shared identity among Catholic Christians.234 The 
literary representation of Jews, which usually involved supercessionist denunciations of their 
refusal to convert, has also been a perennial interest of cultural historians, and Fortunatus has 
figured prominently in this research.235 
Mentions of Jews appear in three places in the prose lives, two in the Vita Germani and one in 
the Vita Hilarii. Each of these passages, unlike those on pagans in the Vita Paterni, reflects a 
specific and ongoing concern of Christian leaders regarding Christian-Jewish relations and the 
ostensible problem of Jewish proselytization of Christians: 1) Jewish ownership of Christian 
slaves, 2) marriage between Jews and Christians and 3) excessive socializing between the two 
groups. This section will also show, however, that some of Fortunatus’ anti-Jewish rhetoric, like 
his anti-pagan rhetoric also overlapped with concepts used in the laity’s pastoral care. 
On (not) Dining with Jews 
In the opening to the Vita Hilarii, Fortunatus praises the saint’s noble birth and outstanding 
piety, which he exhibited from the cradle and into early adulthood as a married, child-rearing 
layman. Among the generic, conventional tropes he uses to describe Hilary’s holiness, 
Fortunatus places special emphasis upon the saint’s fastidious avoidance of any and all 
association with religious outsiders:  
 
234 Keely, “Arians and Jews,” 103; Quenehen, “Représentation des Juifs.” For older work, which focuses on the 
legal standing of Jews, see B. Blumenkranz, “Judaeorum convivia: à propos du Concile de Vannes (465), c. 12,” in 
Etudes d'histoire du droit canonique dediées à Gabriel le Bras, Vol. 2 (Paris: Sirey, 1965), 1055-1058; Solomon 
Katz, The Jews in the Visigothic and Frankish Kingdoms of Spain and Gaul (Cambridge, M.A.: The Mediaeval 
Academy of America, 1937), Bernard S. Bachrach, Jews in Barbarian Europe (Lawrence, K.S.: Coronado Press, 
1977); Idem., Early Medieval Jewish Policy in Western Europe (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977).  
235 H. Schreckenberg “Juden und Judentum in der altkirchlichen lateinischen Poesie,” Theokratia 3 (1973-5), 81-
124; John Kitchen, Saints' Lives and the Rhetoric of Gender: Male and Female in Merovingian Hagiography 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); E.M. Rose, “Gregory of Tours and the Conversion of the Jews of 
Clermont,” in The World of Gregory of Tours, ed. Kathleen Mitchell and Ian Wood (Leiden: Brill, 2002).   
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Now to be so careful as to keep oneself aloof from the Jews and heretics in 
respect to eating is a thing which seems especially difficult for men. This very 
holy man so hated the enemies of the Catholic religion that he shared with them 
not to mention meals but not even greetings as he passed them by. Supported by 
the example of David he did this, so that sharing a meal with heretics would not 
bring scandal upon him. Oh what a most perfect layman! Of whom even priests 
desired to be imitators; for whom life was nothing else than the fear of Christ with 
love and love with fear! Those who followed him hastened on to glory, those who 
turned away, to damnation; to the believer came rewards, to the unbeliever, 
torments. 
 
Nam quod inter mortales valde videtur difficile, tam cautum esse, qui se a Iudaeis 
vel haereticis cibo suspendat, adeo vir sanctissimus hostes catholicae religionis 
abhorruit, ut non dicam convivium sed neque salutatio fuerit cum his praetereunti 
communis. Vitabat haec Davitico suffultus exemplo, ne cum haereticis mensae 
participando fieret illi in scandalum. O quam perfectissimum laicum, cuius 
imitatores ipsi esse desiderant sacerdotes, cui non fuit aliud vivere nisi Christum 
cum dilectione timere et cum timore diligere, quem sequentes currunt ad gloriam 
divertentes ad poenam, credenti succedunt praemia recusanti tormenta!236 
 
Fortunatus’ praise of Hilary’s abstinence from contact with Jews reflects the worry and 
frustration of bishops whose parishioners saw no harm in feasting and drinking with their Jewish 
neighbors. The Council of Agde (506), for example, prohibited both clerics and laymen from 
sharing meals with Jews.237 The Council of Épaôn (517) distinguished between the offenses of 
dining with heretics and dining with Jews, casting the latter as more egregious:  
If a cleric of a superior position should take part in a meal with any heretical 
clergy, he shall not have the peace of the church for the duration of one year. And 
if junior clergy should dare to do it, they shall be flogged. As for meals with Jews, 
our law prohibited even laymen to take part in them, and anyone defiled by a meal 
with Jews should not eat bread with any of our clergy. 
 
Si superioris loci clericus heretici cuiuscumque clerici convivio interfuerit, anni 
spatio pacem ecclesiae non habebit. Quod iuniores clerici si praesumserint, 
vapolabunt. A Iudeorum vero conviviis etiam laicus constitutio nostra prohibuit, 
 
236 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 3 (9-10). Kitchen, Saints’ Lives and the Rhetoric of Gender, 42, notes an allusion to Psalm 
25:5 in this passage. On the significance of shared meals in Merovingian Gaul, see Brennan, “Bishop and 
Community,” 260-61.   
237 Conc.Agde a. 506, can. 40, CCL 148.210. 
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nec cum ullo clerico nostro panem comedat, quisquis Iudeorum convivio fuerit 
inquinatus.238 
 
In 581 the Council of Mâcon raised the penalty for laymen to excommunication.239 
The Conversion of “Mammona” 
Germanus’ hermeneutically richest encounter with Jews occurs during a visit to the city of 
Bourges for the ordination of Bishop Felix sometime before 573.240 Having converted a Jew by 
the name of Sigericus to Christianity, Germanus sends word of the conversion to Sigericus’ wife, 
Mammona, encouraging her to follow her husband in accepting the faith. Mammona, however, 
refuses to convert, even after Germanus himself arrives to convince her. Finally, after spending 
the night in vigils, immediately after the office of Terce Germanus places his hand on 
Mammona’s forehead, causing smoke and fire to emit from her nostrils. Thus exorcised, 
Mammona reveals that she had been unable to see Germanus’ face until that moment, and she 
asks to be made a Christian. Fortunatus closes the episode by noting that her example led to the 
conversion of many Jews.241  
At the most basic level, Mammona’s dramatic exorcism-conversion resolved an instance 
of the problem of Jewish-Christian marriage. The Theodosian Code prohibited such marriages 
 
238 Conc.Épaôn a. 517, can. 15, CCL 148a.27. This translation is from F.J.E. Boddens Hosang, Establishing 
Boundaries: Christian-Jewish Relations in Early Council Texts and the Writings of Church Fathers (Leiden: Brill, 
2010), 152-153. 
239 Conc.Mâcon a. 581–583, can. 15, CCL 148a.226. 
240 On Felix, see PCBE 4.758. 
241 Ven.Fort. VGermani 62 (169). On Mammona, see PCBE 2.1234. Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 
297, has interpreted the exorcism as serving the narrative function of bifurcating Mammona’s character into two 
separate entities: the irredeemable demon who remains the saint’s enemy and the human being who is capable of 
salvation. The implied message of the story, in this perspective, is that “cette distinction entre les pécheurs et les 
démons fait de chaque juif ou hérétique un être que sa repentance peut racheter.” However, as Gomez 




and imposed on the couples the same penalty meted out to adulterers.242 The Council of Orléans 
(533) retroactively called for the dissolution of all Christian-Jewish marriages, on pain of 
excommunication.243 
More interesting are the religious concepts that Fortunatus weaves into the story, which 
carried a range of pastoral meanings beyond conversion to Christianity. The most obvious of 
these is the woman’s name. As Blumenkranz has noted, “Mammona” is otherwise unattested as a 
Jewish name and clearly alludes to Matthew 6:24 and Luke 17:3: “non potestis Deo servire et 
mammonae.” Blumenkranz suggests that Fortunatus might have written Matrona, which was 
later changed to Mammona by a copyist hoping to make a polemical point.244 This is possible, 
but no evidence for such a revision survives. Considering Fortunatus’ propensity for word-play, 
the name Mammona was most probably his own invention, rendered plausible by the woman’s 
tenuous socio-religious status.245 If this is the case, then Fortunatus is using the woman’s 
Judaism as a metonym for sin itself. In fact, he does something similar with the Jewish people as 
a whole in Carm. 10.1, discussed in the previous chapter, when he exhorts his clerical audience, 
“let us hasten on this path, following the words of the apostle and the teachings of the Gospels, 
saying to those who now have been converted in their faith from Jews through Christ, ‘if the son 
frees you, you will be free’.”246 While equating Judaism with sin is, from a modern perspective, 
 
242 Cod.Theod. 3.7.2. 
243 Conc.Orléans a. 533, can. 19, CCL 148a.140 
244 B. Blumenkranz, Les Auteurs Chrétiens Latins du Moyen Age sur les Juifs et Judaïsme (Paris: Mouton, 1963; 
reprint, Paris: Peeters, 2007), 66 n.7. 
245 Even converted Jews were subject to lingering suspicion over their religious loyalties. This suspicion was most 
pronounced in Visigothic Spain but can also be detected in Gregory of Tours. See Greg.Tur. Hist. 6.17 and Katz, 
Jews in the Visigothic and Frankish Kingdoms, 50. 
246 Ven.Fort. Carm. 10.1.44: “Sed in hac via cum apostoli verbis et praeceptis evangelicis excurramus, dicentes ad 
eos qui iam ex Iudaeis in Christo erant fide conversi, ‘si vos filius liberaverit, tunc liberi eritis’.” 
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an inherently violent act, to a Christian audience in the sixth century Mammona’s Judaism may 
well have been incidental to her more basic need for absolution, a need she and the audience —
always mired in post-baptismal sin— would have shared. 
Other elements of the story that serve the narrative purpose of facilitating Mammona’s 
conversion can similarly be read as speaking to the more routine pastoral care of the laity. The 
gesture by Germanus that enacts the exorcism is important in this regard: “When she still did not 
wish to bend to see the holy man, the bishop, having sung Terce, kindly brought his hand up to 
the woman’s forehead to do a work of piety.”247 Interestingly, something similar happened 
between Chilperic, Gregory of Tours and Priscus,248 a Jewish agent of the king, around the time 
Fortunatus was writing the Vita Germani. When Gregory was visiting Chilperic at Nogent-sur-
Marne, “the king put his hand on the Jew’s head in a kindly way and said to [Gregory]: ‘Come 
along, Bishop, put your hand on him, too.’ [Priscus] drew back.”249 Walter Goffart has 
interpreted this primarily as a (playful?) request that Gregory exorcise Priscus, “to take the devil 
out of him, as it were,” and Avril Keely has suggested that this requested gesture alludes to the 
Rite of Reconciliation of heretics.250 According to Blumenkranz, Germanus’ laying of hands on 
Mammona signified her entry into the catechumenate.251 
 
247 Ven.Fort. VGermani 62 (167): “Quae cum beatum virum nec visu vellet intendere, cantato cursu tertiae manum 
suam pontifex ad mulieris frontem dignanter admovit pietatis ex opere.” 
248 On Priscus, see PLRE 3B.1051-1052. 
249 Greg.Tur. Hist. 6.5: “Cuius caesariem rex blande adpraehensa manu, ait ad me, dicens: ‘Veni, sacerdus Dei, et 
inponi manum super eum.’ Illo quoque renitenti.” 
250 Goffart, “Conversions of Avitus,” 302; Keely, “Arians and Jews,” 110. See also Greg.Tur. Hist. 8.1, where 
Gregory refers to Jews as “heretics.” 
251 Blumenkranz, Juifs et Chretiens; see also Caes.Arel. Serm. 121.8, 225.6, 229.6 and Victor Saxer, Les Rites de 
L’Initiation Chrétienne du IIe au VIe Siècle: Esquisse Historique et Signification D’Apres Leurs Principaux Témoins 
(Spoleto: Centro Italiano di Studi Sull’Alto Medioevo, 1988), 517.  
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Keely also points out, however, that the imposition of hands by a bishop “falls within the 
realm of . . . various sacraments and blessings which only a bishop could confer.”252 Another 
common ritual using this gesture was the reconciliation of penitents. The Council of Agde (506) 
decreed that penitents, including conversi, must receive the imposition of hands from a priest.253 
In his Vita Hilarii Arelatensis, Honoratus commented upon the physical and spiritual benefits 
received through the holy man’s touch: “He blessed a blind woman with the imposition of his 
hand, and he proclaimed that she had regained her sight. I believe that he afterwards 
accomplished for the exterior person what he previously performed in the interior person.”254 
The imposition of hands was also an essential element of penance in the Statuta ecclesiae 
antiqua, which stipulated that penitents receive it from a priest each Lent.255  
The reference to Terce in Mammona’s exorcism also admits of varying interpretations, 
although it appears to have been closely related to conversion in Fortunatus’ mind. The hour 
derives directly from Acts 2, in which the Holy Spirit descends in “tongues of fire” upon the 
disciples, enabling them to speak in tongues. The hour of Terce emerges in Peter’s subsequent 
exchange with some skeptical Jews: “But others mocking, said: These men are full of new wine. 
But Peter standing up with the eleven, lifted up his voice, and spoke to them:  . . . These are not 
drunk, as you suppose, seeing it is but the third hour of the day.”256 Though the office of Terce 
 
252 Keely, “Arians and Jews,” 110. 
253 Conc.Agde a. 506, can. 15, CCL 148.201.  
254 Hon.Mass. VHilarii 16.13-16, SC 404.128: “Nam mulier quaedam caeca, dum manus eius impositione 
benedicitur, visum se recepisse proclamat. Aestimo quod antea interiori homini praestitit, quod exteriori postmodum 
impetravit.”; see also Vogel, La Discipline Pénitentielle en Gaule, 36; Council of Toledo (589) 11; Aug.Hipp. Serm. 
232.7.8, PL 38.1111; Leo I. Epist. 159.7, PL 54.1139. 
255 Stat.eccl.ant., can. 80, CCL 148.179. 
256 Acts 2:13-15: “Alii autem irridentes dicebant: Quia musto pleni sunt isti. Stans autem Petrus cum undecim, 
levavit vocem suam, et locutus est eis: . . . Non enim, sicut vos aestimatis, hi ebrii sunt, cum sit hora diei tertia.” 
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derives directly from an apostolic rebuke to antagonistic Jews, anti-Jewish sentiment was in fact 
hardly prominent among previous Latin exegeses of Pentecost.257 Perhaps because of the rather 
late development (fourth century) of the feast of Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit in Acts 
2 inspired little exegetical treatment in the fifth and sixth centuries, and what did appear tended 
to focus on the theme of unity among Christians, not on Christian supercessionism.258 Augustine, 
for example, used his Pentecost sermons to show that schismatics and heretics, though baptized, 
have not received the Holy Spirit which only the true body of Christ’s believers can confer.259  
Fortunatus’ one other reference to the third hour of the day in the prose lives reflects this 
more common usage. In his narrative of the battle of Vouillé in the Liber de virtutibus Hilarii, 
which, as seen above, he presents as a battle between Clovis and “the heretic faction,” he writes 
that “within the third hour of the day he [Clovis] won a victory surpassing mortal hopes.”260 
Thus, by highlighting the fact that Mammona’s exorcism took place at the hour of Terce, 
Fortunatus seems to be drawing attention to the confrontation between Christians and Jews at the 
heart of the Pentecost story. The fire emitting from Mammona’s nostrils could be performing a 
similar function, that is, evoking the “tongues of fire” that descended upon the disciples.261 
 
257 See, for example, Aug.Hipp. In Ioh. ev. 44.9 and 52.12, PL 35.1717 and 1773-1774. 
258 Clemens Leonhard, “Pentecost and Shavuot - Holy Spirit and Torah. The Quest for Traces of a Dialogue between 
Jews and Christians about a Shared but Separating Festival,” in Preaching after Easter: Mid-Pentecost, Ascension, 
and Pentecost in Late Antiquity (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 224; and, in the same volume, Martin Meiser, “Pentecost 
Homilies and Late-Antique Christian Exegesis,” 242.  
259 Aug.Hipp. Serm. 269. Even in his most stridently supercessionist Pentecost sermon, Augustine strikes a more or 
less positive tone with regard to the Jews and the prefiguration of Pentecost in their holy books and contemporary 
rituals, and he does not conflate Old Testament, New Testament or contemporary Jews in such a way as to 
essentialize them. See Aug.Hipp. Serm. 272B. Jews did not fare as well in the Pentecost sermons of the Greek 
church fathers: see Leonhard, “Pentecost and Shavout,” 233.
 
260 Ven.Fort. LVHilarii 7 (20-21). 
261 See also Ven.Fort. Carm. 5.5.105. 
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Fortunatus’ use of religious terminology and symbols in the Mammona story, such as the 
imposition of hands and the name “Mammona” itself, reflects the kind of multi-valency that was 
seen in the story of Paternus’ pagans: whereas, in the narrative, these elements are either 
incidental or address issues of religious difference, in the context of the mass they would have 
provided rhetorical fodder for the edification of baptized Christians. However, unlike the 
Paternus story, the story of Mammona cannot be reduced so easily to intra-Christian pastoral 
rhetoric. By converting Mammona, Germanus solved an instance of the very literal problem of 
Jewish-Christian marriage, and Fortunatus seems to be highlighting the element of interreligious 
discord through his mention of Terce and the supernatural flames that descended on the apostles. 
In this way, the Mammona story is most comparable to Hilary’s avoidance of Jews discussed 
above. The audience was to understand Jewish-Christian interactions in these pericopes as 
models for their own (or, in Germanus’ case, bishops’) behavior with respect to Jews. The 
following section will discuss a similar instance of Fortunatus speaking to real-life Jewish-
Christian relations through his miracle stories, in this case, one that perhaps speaks to widespread 
Christian anxieties about Jews’ exercise of social power over Christians.  
Jewish Masters and Christian Slaves 
In Vita Germani 64, Germanus happens upon a young man named Amantius who is being led in 
manacles by some Jews. When asked what he had done to deserve such treatment, Amantius 
answers that he had refused to follow the Jewish laws. Germanus then frees Amantius by 
breaking the chains with nothing more than the sign of the cross.262 On its face, this story is 
simply another iteration of the Pauline trope of spiritual servitude and freedom discussed in 
Chapter 2. Bernhard Blumenkranz has cited Romans 7:6 in particular as a probable allusion: 
 
262 Ven.Fort. VGermani 64 (174-175). 
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“But now we are loosed from the law of death, wherein we were detained; so that we should 
serve in newness of spirit, and not in the oldness of the letter.”263 Along similar lines, Cécile 
Gomez has noted the narrative function of the Jews in this episode as a collective, homogenous 
and irreducible opponent of Christianity and the saint, and she has interpreted Germanus’ 
breaking of the chains as enacting Amantius’ miraculous passage from the role of an enemy to 
that of an auxiliary in the saint’s ministry.264 
Though this story certainly conveys the same soteriological messages embedded in other 
stories of prisoners being freed, it also speaks directly to the perceived problem of Jewish 
masters intimidating and extorting their Christian slaves to convert to Judaism. 265 The Fourth 
Council of Orléans (541) addressed the problem in this way:  
If any Jews make a proselyte, called an Advena, to be a Jew, or perverts one who 
has been converted to Christianity to the Jewish superstition, or associates with 
his female Christian slave (for carnal connection), or perverts to Judaism one born 
of Christian parents, under the promise of freedom, he is to be punished with the 
loss of (all) his slaves. If one born of Christian parents has apostasised to Judaism, 
and has obtained his freedom on condition of remaining a Jew, this shall not be 
 
263 Rom. 7:6: “Nunc autem soluti sumus a lege morientes in quo detinebamur ita ut serviamus in novitate spiritus et 
non in vetustate litterae”; B. Blumenkranz, “Juden und Jüdisches in Christlichen Wundererzählungen: Ein 
unbekanntes Gebiet religiöser Polemik,” Theologische Zeitschrift 10 (1954), 422. 
264 Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 291.  
265 On Jewish ownership of Christian slaves in the Merovingian kingdoms, see Solomon Katz, The Jews in the 
Visigothic and Frankish Kingdoms of Spain and Gaul, Monographs of the Mediaeval Academy of America 12 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The Mediaeval Academy of America, 1937), 100; Gregory I. Halfond, The Archaeology of 
Frankish Church Councils, AD 511-768 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 105; Christof Geisel, Die Juden im Frankenreich vom 
den Merowingern bis zum Tode Ludwigs des Frommen (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1998), 98-230; and Friedrich Lotter, 
“Zur Socialen Hierarchie der Judenheit in Spätantike und Frühmittelalter,” Aschkenas 13 (2003), 333-59; Idem., “La 
Crainte de Prosélytisme et la Peur du Contact: Les Juifs dans les Actes des Synodes Mérovingiens,” in Michel 
Rouche, ed., Clovis, Histoire et Mémoire: Actes du Colloque International d’Histoire de Reims, du 19 au 25 
Septembre 1996 (Paris: Presses de l’Universite de Paris-Sorbonne, 1997), 849-79; Walter Pakter, Medieval Canon 
Law and the Jews, Abhandlungen zur Rechtswissenschaftlichen Grundlagenforschung 68 (Ebelsbach: Gremer, 
1988), 88-91; Idem., “Les Esclaves Chréiens des Juifs: Troisième Concile d’Orléans (538),” Archives Juives 
21(1985), 3-4; Paul Mikat, Die Judensgesetzgebung der Merowingisch-Fränkishen Konzilien (Opladen, Germany: 
Westdeutscher Verlag, 1995), 43-98. On Jewish ownership of Christian slaves in late Roman legislation, see 
Cod.Theod. 3.1.5, 16.8.22, 16.9.1–5; Amnon Linder, The Jews in Roman Imperial Legislation: Edited with 
Introductions, Translations and Commentary (Detroit, Mich.: Wayne Sate University Press, 1988), 82-85. 
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valid, for he ought not to remain free, who, being born of Christian parents, 
wishes to adhere to Jewish usages. 
 
Id etiam decernimus observandum, ut, si quicumque Iudaeos prosilitum, qui 
advina dicitur, Iudaeum facire praesumpserit aut Christianum factum ad 
Iudaeicam superstitionem adducire vel si Iudaeo Christianam ancillam suam 
crededirit sociandam vel si de parentibus Christianis natum Iudaeum sub 
promissione fecerit libertatis, mancipiorum amissione multetur. Ille vero, qui de 
Christianis natus Iudaeus factus est, si sub condicione fuerit manumissus, ut in 
ritu Iudaeico permanens habeat libertatem, talis condicio non valebit, quia 
iniustum est, ut ei libertas maneat, qui de Christianis parentibus veniens Iudaicis 
vult cultibus inherere.266 
 
Forty years later, the Council of Mâcon (581) sought to undermine Jewish ownership of 
Christian slaves by ordering that Jews sell their Christian slaves to any Christian offering 12 
solidi in payment; moreover, Jews who proselytized to their Christian slaves must give them up 
without payment and lose the right to make a will.267 
 This legislation was part of a wide range of canonical and secular laws limiting Jews’ 
interactions with Christians and the roles they could play in Christian society. Canons prohibiting 
clerics and laypeople from dining with Jews as well as Jewish-Christian marriages have already 
been discussed. Jews were also denied access to convents and were not to show their faces in 
public from Thursday of Holy Week to Easter.268 The Council of Narbonne (589) also forbade 
the singing of psalms at Jewish funerals.269   
 
266 Conc.Orléans a. 541, can. 31, CCL 148a.140. This translation is from Hefele, Councils of the Church, vol. 4, 214. 
267 Conc.Mâcon a. 581–583, can. 12: CCL 148a.226. The Third Council of Orléans (538) also demanded from Jews 
a pledge against harming Christian slaves who flee to the church. Conc.Orléans a. 538, can. 13, CCL 148a.120. See 
also Breviarium Alaricianum 16.4.1-2. 
268 Conc.Mâcon a. 581-583, can. 2 and 14: CCL 148a.223 and 226. The latter canon appears to have been inspired 
primarily by recent incidents of public discord during Holy Week; see Greg.Tur. Hist. 6.17. 
269 Conc.Narbonne a. 589, can. 9, CCL 148a.255. 
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 These laws arise largely out of clerical concerns about Jewish-Christian proselytism and 
the perceived need to enforce the potentially porous boundary between the two Abrahamic faiths. 
Interestingly, the canons concerning Jewish ownership of Christian slaves fit into a particular 
strain of legislation aimed broadly at limiting the power Jews could wield over Christians in both 
secular and religious matters. 270 The Council of Clermont (535) forbade the appointment of Jews 
as judges over Christian populations.271 The bishops at the Council of Mâcon (581) added that 
Jews could also no longer serve as tax-collectors, stating unequivocally that their intention was 
to prevent Christians being “seen —God forbid— to be subjected to [Jews].”272 A generation 
later, in the course of one year both the Council of Paris (614) and King Clothar II issued laws 
against Jews holding any public office whatsoever. 
The increasing restrictions on Jews’ ability to own Christian slaves and the miraculous 
freeing of Amantius took place in a broader context of Christian anxiety over the social 
implications of Jews exercising any power of compulsion over Christians. It is difficult to tell 
whether this anxiety reached beyond the somewhat narrow concerns of the clergy —secular law 
seems to have been slow to catch up— but, as will be seen below, tensions between lay 
Christians and their Jewish neighbors were already reaching a fever pitch the year the Vita 
Germani was written. Seen from the lay perspective, then, the story of Amantius might have 
 
270 Bachrach, Early Medieval Jewish Policy, 46.  
271 Conc.Clermont a. 535, can. 9, CCL 148a.107. 
272 Conc.Mâcon a. 581-583, can. 13: CCL 148a.223-224. Translation from Amnon Linder, trans. and ed. The Jews in 
the Legal Sources of the Early Middle Ages (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1997), 474. On Jews as tax 
collectors see Halfond, Frankish Church Councils, 103; Katz, Jews in the Visigothic and Frankish Kingdoms, 121; 
Bernard Bachrach, Early Medieval Jewish Policy in Western Europe (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1977), 54, and Geisel, Juden im Frankenreich, 175-177. 
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represented not only the specific issue of slavery but also the broader issue of Christian 
subservience to Jews, whether as taxpayers or as litigants. 
Discussion: Fortunatus’ Views on Jews 
It goes without saying that Fortunatus did not look kindly upon religious outsiders of any stripe. 
Pagans, heretics and Jews were all, at best, potential opponents to God and his saints. As John 
Kitchen has noted, Fortunatus even tended to delegitimize outsider faiths as religious positions 
entirely by portraying them as forms of demonic possession or illness that require not conversion 
but healing through the saint’s virtus.273 Mammona’s exorcism/conversion demonstrates this 
strategy clearly. By construing her religion merely as a symptom of delusion or demonic 
possession, Fortunatus denies altogether its status as a religious alternative and thus obviates any 
possibility of interreligious dialogue and accommodation. This view of Judaism, in particular, 
reflects in the literary sphere what scholars have long recognized in the social sphere of the 
barbarian kingdoms. As the influence of Roman law waned, so did its protections for Jewish 
persons and property; “the Jews were now not only considered as foreigners, but without civic or 
legal status.”274 
The unequivocally literal and socially consequential stories involving Jews in the prose 
lives warrant close attention to Fortunatus as a proponent of this diminution of Jews’ social 
status. In the months before compiling the Vita Germani, he composed, at Gregory of Tours’ 
request, the most extensive treatment of Jews in the poetic corpus: Carm. 5.5, recounting the 
recent forced conversion of the Jews of Clermont by that city’s bishop, Avitus.275 Here and 
 
273 Kitchen, Rhetoric and Gender, 44.  
274 Katz, Jews in the Visigothic and Frankish Kingdoms, 84. 
275 On Avitus of Clermont, see PCBE 1.265-68.  
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elsewhere, Fortunatus exhibits a rather severe perspective on Jewish-Christian relations that 
probably arose out of a genuine feeling of contempt for Jews and Judaism. 
Gregory was Fortunatus’ informant for Carm. 5.5, and his account survives in book 5 of 
the Histories.276 Though the poet depended on the historian for his version, the two accounts 
differ in tone and emphasis. The events at the root of the accounts seem to run as follows. At 
Easter one of the Jews of the town of Clermont poured some rancid oil onto a recently converted 
Jew as he was processing through the city gates with the newly baptized. A mob of angry 
Christians were on the verge of stoning him when Avitus intervened to cool their tempers. Forty 
days later, at Ascension, a group of Christians, apparently still angry over the Easter incident, 
destroyed the synagogue. From Ascension to Pentecost, the town’s Jews were subjected to mob 
violence by the Christian majority and frequent calls by the bishop to become Christians. At 
Pentecost the Jews were finally baptized en masse, and those Jews who refused conversion were 
expelled from the city.277  
Unlike Gregory, who chose to leave the crowd of armed Christians out of his account, 
Fortunatus seems to delight in their intimidation of Clermont’s Jews:  
But the band of Jews possessed by fury resisted; they joined together, hurried off, 
and shut themselves up in a house. When the Christians saw that the bastard 
troops were gathered, they immediately sallied forth to where that guile was in 
hiding. If they raised a disturbance, they would experience justice, falling by the 
sword; alternatively faith would give them the weapons by which they could live. 
 
Ast Iudaea manus, stimulante furore rebellis, colligitur, rapitur, conditur inde 
domo. Christicolae ut cernunt tunc agmina manzara iungi, protinus insiliunt qua 
latet ille dolus. Si fremerent, gladiis sentirent iusta cadentes: vivere quo possint 
aut daret arma fides.278 
 
 
276 Greg.Tur. Hist. 5.11. 
277 Brennan, “Conversion of the Jews,” 321. 
278 Ven.Fort. Carm. 5.5.73-78. 
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Later on, Fortunatus literally dehumanizes the besieged Jews by referring to them as a 
“savage crowd enclosed in hiding.”279 
Their bodies of work are only roughly comparable, but it is perhaps noteworthy that, 
while even the expressly prejudiced Gregory found occasions to write about Jews in a neutral 
way, no such neutrality appears in Fortunatus.280 Mentions of Jews appear in only two other 
poems: Carm. 1.3, on a church of St. Stephen, in which he refers to them as a “cruel race,”281 and 
in the aforementioned Carm. 10.1, where he equates Judaism with sin. This literary exclusion of 
Jews almost from humanity itself and the reduction of Judaism to sin or demonic possession are 
of a piece with the broader diminution of Jews’ civic status noted above. Jews simply had no 
legitimate place in the post-Roman barbarian world as he envisioned it. As Brian Brennan has 
noted, Fortunatus “could not fully appreciate the concept of civic cohesion based on the 
concordia that comes from the protection and obligations of a shared citizenship. For Venantius 
Fortunatus the populus Christianus had in reality replaced the populus Romanus.”282 
Conclusion 
Though they appear in relatively few pericopes, the religious outsiders of the prose lives warrant 
close attention as hermeneutically rich figures in the pastoral care of the laity and as windows 
into one aspect of the laity’s social world. In the case of heretics, they served primarily as 
opponents for the saints to overcome and prove their mettle as defenders of Christian 
communities. Pagans could also serve as saints’ antagonists, but upon close reading these 
 
279 Ven.Fort. Carm. 5.5.87. 
280 Goffart, “Conversions of Avitus,” 308. 
281 Ven.Fort. Carm. 1.3.7-8: “Gens Iudaea ferox, Stephanum quem perdere credis, etsi carne, tamen nescit honore 
mori.” 
282 Brennan, “Conversion of the Jews,” 337. 
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characters also operate metonymically for baptized but wayward Christians. Finally, the stories 
involving Jews function in large part as commentaries on social relationships between flesh-and-
blood Christians and Jews. This commentary comes primarily from the perspective of an anxious 
clergy but might also give voice to lay Christians’ concerns about Jews exercising civic or social 
power over Christians.  
 This chapter has also suggested that the literary uses to which outsiders were put owed 
something to their historical and/or geographical proximity to Nicene Christian Gaul. The 
strategy of reducing outsiders to metonyms for sinful Christians or to sheer opponents of the 
saints appears to have been reserved for those that were safely sequestered in foreign lands 
(Homoians) or in the annals of history (pagans). Few such liberties, it seems, could be taken with 
outsiders (Jews) who still lived and worshiped among Gaul’s Christians. The lives’ outsiders, 
then, are indicative of the ways Gallic preachers and laypeople utilized memories of 
Christianity’s former competitors in the creation of a firmly Nicene Christian Gallic culture. The 
following chapter will examine much more intimate elements of the social life of the laity that 
needed to be addressed more circumspectly, that is, female-gendered sin and women’s roles in 











WOMEN, GENDER AND LAY PIETY 
Introduction 
At the time Fortunatus was writing, women’s place in the institutional church was growing more 
ambiguous. Bishops were marginalizing the few official roles women could hold in the church, 
and women’s formal religious life became increasingly confined within the walls of the convent.1 
Once an ordained position with the duty of acting as intermediaries between laywomen and the 
male clergy, the female diaconate lost its ordained status in the late fifth century2 and later was 
absorbed into the order of widows by the Councils of Epaon (517)3 and Orléans (533).4 The 
informal public position of the episcopa, or the celibate wife of a bishop, persisted into the 
seventh century but came under increasing suspicion by episcopal writers and church councils 
over the sixth century.5 Even laywomen’s already humble position in the eyes of the church was 
subject to exclusionary legislation in the Council of Auxerre’s (561-605) rulings that women 
must be veiled and cover their hands when receiving the Eucharist.6 The misogyny that lay 
behind these developments came out in a bizarre debate over women’s very humanity at the 
Council of Mâcon (585), when an unnamed bishop suggested that women could not be included 
in the term homo; though the question appears to have been mostly grammatical in nature, and 
 
1 Jane Tibbetts Schulenburg, “Sexism and the celestial gynaeceum -from 500 to 1200,” Journal of Medieval History 
4 (1978), 120. 
2 Suzanne Wemple, Women in Frankish Society: Marriage and the Cloister, 500 to 900 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 138. 
3 Conc.Épaôn a. 517, can. 21, CCL 148a.29. 
4 Conc.Orléans a. 533, can. 18, CCL 148a.187. 
5 Brian Brennan, “Episcopae: Bishops’ Wives Viewed in Sixth-Century Gaul,” Church History 54 (1985), 311-323. 
6 Conc.Aux. a. 561-605, can. 36, 42, CCL 148a.269-270; see Wemple, Women in Frankish Society, 141, 274. 
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the bishop’s suggestion was quickly dismissed, the fact that the question could be raised 
indicates the degree to which women’s status in the church had deteriorated.7 
 By and large, however, despite being considered unfit for leadership positions in the 
secular church, on the individual level women were still considered fully capable of cultivating 
spiritual virtues. At the same time that women were being excluded from leadership in the 
secular church, women’s monasticism became a formal institution in Gaul, thus providing 
women religious communities, sanctioned by bishops, in which they could pursue the religious 
life and exercise a degree of power and autonomy.8 Caesarius of Arles wrote the first rule for 
nuns in 512 when he founded the Convent of St. John the Baptist, where he installed his sister, 
Caesaria the Elder, as abbess.9 Of course, the informal asceticism based in the home or at a 
shrine that women had been practicing since the fourth century continued to exist alongside these 
formal institutions.10 One such informal ascetic was Monegund, who retired to a small room in 
her home to pursue a life of celibacy and prayer before leaving her husband to live in a cell near 
St. Martin’s basilica in Tours. Gregory of Tours, her hagiographer, used undeniably 
condescending language to praise her —“[God] gives us as models not only men, but also the 
lesser sex, who fight not feebly, but with a virile strength” — but he nonetheless considered her a 
 
7 Greg.Tur. Hist. 8.20; A. Demyttenaere, “Qu’une femme ne peut pas être appelée homme: Questions de langue et 
d’anthropologie autour du concile de Mâcon (585),” in M. Garrison and A.P. Orbán, eds. Spoken and Written 
Language: Relations between Latin and the Vernacular Languages in the Earlier Middle Ages (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2013), 11-41. 
8 Jennifer C. Edwards, Superior Women: Medieval Female Authority in Poitiers’ Abbey of Sainte-Croix (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2019). 
9 Maria Caritas McCarthy, trans. and ed., The Rule of Nuns of St. Caesarius of Arles: A Translation with a Critical 
Introduction (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1960), 14. 
10 Lindsay Rudge, “Dedicated Women and Dedicated Spaces: Caesarius of Arles and the Foundation of St. John,” in 
Hendrik Dey and Elizabeth Fentress, eds., Western Monasticism ante litteram: The Spaces of Monastic Observance 
in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 113. 
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model of holiness equal to male saints.11 As Giselle de Nie has shown, even in the eyes of this 
bishop, “[woman] is not inferior: not less intelligent, more lustful or morally weaker than a man, 
and she has, in principle, the same possibilities as a man for effective action and for becoming a 
saint.”12 “In principle” is an important qualification here: even if misogynistic biases militated 
against their full equality in the church, theologically there were no grounds to doubt women’s 
spiritual equality with men.13 
 Though marginal in the church hierarchy, women are represented relatively well in 
hagiography, which has been invaluable to historians’ reconstruction of women’s daily lives, life 
cycles and societal roles in the early Middle Ages.14 The Fortunatan prose lives are no different: 
laywomen alone make up a large number of the characters who interact with the saints, and they 
derive from diverse age groups and social backgrounds.15 This chapter will make two main 
arguments about Fortunatus’ treatment of women, including his sole female protagonist, 
 
11 Greg.Tur. VPatrum 19, praef.: “Nobisque non modo viros, sed etiam ipsum inferiorem sexum, non segniter, sed 
viriliter agonizantem, praebet exemplum;” on Monegund, see Erin Thomas Dailey, Queens, Consorts and 
Concubines: Gregory of Tours and Women of the Merovingian Elite (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 46-53. 
12 Giselle de Nie, “Is a Woman a Human Being? Precept, Prejudice and Practice in Sixth-Century Gaul,” in Giselle 
de Nie, ed., Word, Image and Experience: Dynamics of Miracle and Self-Perception in Sixth-Century Gaul 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 25. 
13 The church fathers evidenced a similar dissonance. See Graham Gould, “Women in the Writings of the Fathers: 
Language, Belief, and Reality,” in W.J. Sheils and Diana Wood, eds., Women in the Church: Papers Read at the 
1989 Summer Meeting and the 1990 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1990), 1-13.  
14 On the daily lives of laywomen, see Jean Verdon, “Les femmes laïques en Gaule au temps des mérovingiens: les 
réalités de la vie quotidienne,” in Werner Affeldt, ed., Frauen in Spätantike und Frühmittelalter: 
Lebensbedingungen – Lebensnormen – Lebensformen (Sigmaringen: Thorbecke, 1990), 239-61; on the female life 
cycle in sixth-century Gaul, see Werner Affeldt and Sabine Reiter, “Die Historiae Gregors von Tours als Quelle für 
die Lebenssituation von Frauen im Frankenreich des sechsten Jahrhunderts,” in Werner Affeldt and Annette Kuhn, 
Frauen in der Geschichte, vol 7 (Düsseldorf: Schwann, 1986). On legal and social disabilities imposed on women, 
see Hans-Werner Goetz, “Frauenbild und weibliche lebensgestaltung im Fränkischen reich,” in Hans-Werner Goetz, 
ed., Weibliche Lebensgestaltung im frühen Mittelalter (Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 1991), 7-44. 
15 See Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 497. 
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Radegund of Poitiers. The first section will examine certain passages in which he alludes to or 
discusses female gender directly and demonstrate that they were composed to address 
contemporary questions about women’s spirituality, morality and place in the church. The 
second section and the bulk of this chapter will consist of a close reading of the Vita Radegundis 
for the ways Radegund’s female-gendered spirituality informs Fortunatus’ broader concept of lay 
piety. As will be seen, the role of gender in the Vita Radegundis has been studied extensively; 
this section will attempt to show that one byproduct of this gendering was a saint with special 
affinities with and concern for the laity. 
Gendering Sin and Salvation 
Gender is incidental in most episodes involving women, but there are a few that do intimate it 
and thereby give a sense of the pastoral messages that Fortunatus wished to convey to and about 
the women in his audience. Like the moral examples set by lay characters in chapter 2, these 
passages are most conveniently divided into “positive” and “negative” categories, that is, those 
showing acts leading to salvation and damnation, respectively. This discussion will show that 
Fortunatus championed women’s spiritual capacities and accomplishments even as he, like 
Gregory, reflexively deployed misogynistic discourses to do so. It will also suggest that, though 
he endorsed the sexual double-standards placed on women by the church and secular law, he also 
tempered some of the more rigorist inclinations then emergent in the church. 
Gendering Salvation: Women’s Labor and Spirituality 
There are a few stories in which gender is implicated but peripheral to the narrative. The Vita 
Germani tells the story of the wife of one Nunnichus, who surreptitiously took a string from the 
saint’s cloak as he was visiting their home and received healing for an unspecified illness after 
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hiding it in an oratory and celebrating vigils.16 This episode is modeled on the gospel story of the 
woman with a flow of blood, who was healed by secretly touching Christ’s cloak.17 Fortunatus’ 
(perhaps modest?) silence on the nature of Nunnichus’ wife’s illness might suggest that she also 
suffered from a gynecological condition. More often, female-gendered piety takes the form of 
women performing gendered work on behalf of the saint. At the beginning of the Vita Paterni, 
after the young saint had gone to live in the monastery of St. Jouin-de-Marnes, his mother 
attempted to make him a tunic, but the unfinished garment was picked up by a hawk and placed 
in its nest; after a year it was found to be uncorrupted as though it was new.18 Similarly, after 
Germanus drove a pair of rampaging bears away from her field, the widow Panitia offered him 
the bears’ pelts in gratitude for the miracle.19 These are, of course, just a few of the many women 
who aid the saints in the lives. 
More interesting from the pastoral perspective are two passages in which Fortunatus 
addresses the issue of gender directly. The first is his brief preface to the Vita Radegundis, and 
the second involves a woman’s privileged vision of Germanus of Paris. As will be seen, in these 
passages Fortunatus positively affirms women’s capacity for spiritual advancement and, in the 
Vita Germani, articulates an argument against what appears to be societal or ecclesiastical 
resistance to validating women’s visions. 
The preface to the Vita Radegundis is a good example of the ways male ecclesiastics 
could attest to women’s spiritual prowess even as they reify stereotypes used to justify their 
 
16 Ven.Fort. VGermani 59 (158). 
17 Matt. 9:20-22, Mark 5:25-34 and Luke 8:43-48. 
18 Ven.Fort. VPaterni 3 (11). 
19 Ven.Fort. VGermani 32 (93-95). 
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exclusion from positions of church leadership. This brief introduction meditates on Christ’s 
generosity in mitigating the supposed natural weaknesses that hinder women’s spiritual progress: 
Our Redeemer is so richly and abundantly generous that he wins mighty victories 
through the female sex and, despite their frail physique, he confers glory and 
greatness on women through strength of mind. By faith, Christ makes them strong 
who were born weak so that, when those who appeared to be imbeciles are 
crowned with their merits by Him who made them, they garner praise for their 
Creator who hid heavenly treasure in earthen vessels. For Christ the king dwells 
with his riches in their bowels. Mortifying themselves in the world, despising 
earthly consort, purified of worldly contamination, trusting not in the transitory, 
dwelling not in error but seeking to live with God, they are united with the 
Redeemer’s glory in Paradise. One of that company is she whose earthly life we 
are attempting to present to the public, though in homely style, so that the glorious 
memory that she, who lives with Christ, has left us will be celebrated in this 
world. 
 
Redemptoris nostri tantum dives est largitas, ut in sexu muliebri celebret fortes 
victorias et corpore fragiliores ipsas reddat feminas virtute mentis inclitae 
gloriosas. Quas habentes nascendo mollitiem facit Christus robustas ex fide, ut 
quae videntur inbecilles, dum coronantur ex meritis, a quo efficiuntur laudem sui 
cumulent creatoris, habendo in vasis fictilibus thesauros caeli reconditos: in 
quarum visceribus cum suis divitiis ipse rex habitator est Christus. Quae 
mortificantes se saeculo, despecto terrae consortio, defecato mundi contagio, non 
confidentes in lubrico, non stantes in lapsu, quaerentes vivere deo, ad gloriam 
redemptoris sunt copulatae paradiso. In quo est pariter numero illa cuius vitae 
praesentis cursum licet tam privato sermone ferre temptamus in publico, ut cuius 
est vita cum Christo memoria gloriae relicta celebretur in mundo. 20 
 
Fortunatus’ beliefs about women qua women are hardly flattering: they are weak in both body 
and mind and require extra strengthening through the grace of God to cultivate spiritual merits. 
One will notice, however, that Fortunatus does not draw the conclusion that sanctity is rarer 
among women or that it is especially difficult for women to achieve. The emphasis is not on 
women’s weakness but on Christ’s generosity in enabling such weak beings to achieve holiness; 
in other words, because Christ can give strength to all of his creatures without limit, there is no 
reason to question women’s capacity for sainthood. 
 
20 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 1 (1-2). 
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  An episode of the Vita Germani similarly reflects the Frankish church’s ambivalence 
towards women, but in this case Fortunatus posits a less ambiguous argument for women’s 
spiritual capacities. Chapter 2 discussed the matron Anna, who relieved Germanus’ monks of 
hunger by sending two loads of bread to the monastery and later had a vision of the saint horned 
like Moses descending from Mt. Sinai. To lend credibility to the story, immediately after 
recounting the vision Fortunatus interjects with the comment that “it is to be believed that a 
terrified woman was able to see the man in the figure of Moses in our time, because he himself 
was able to be seen by a woman, exalted with a horn after his colloquium with the Lord.”21 It is 
difficult to determine what woman Fortunatus is referring to here, because none stand out in the 
Exodus account of Moses bringing the ten commandments down to the Hebrews.22 One 
possibility is that he was familiar with a lost Latin translation of Gregory of Nyssa’s De vita 
Moysi, which places the story of Aaron and Miriam’s jealousy against Moses (Numbers 12) soon 
after his descent from the mountain.23 Whatever woman —biblical or perhaps apocryphal— 
Fortunatus had in mind, he apparently felt the need to affirm women’s capacity to receive divine 
visions against a broader ecclesiastical skepticism.24 That he did not share this skepticism is 
suggested not only in his biblical vindication of the vision but also in his depiction of the vision’s 
effects: Anna’s husband, Aebro, believed and was so frightened by the vision that he proceeded 
to show Germanus much greater respect in the future. 
 
21 Ven.Fort. VGermani 7 (24): “Consternataque mulier hominem nostro tempore in figura Moysi potuisse 
conspicere, credendum, quod et iste post conloquium domini potuit a muliere cornu exaltatus agnosci.” 
22 Exod. 34:29-35. 
23 Greg.Nyss. De vita Moysi 1.62. 
24 See Elizabeth A. Castelli, Visions and Voyeurism: Holy Women and the Politics of Sight in Early Christianity 
(Berkeley: Center for Hermeneutical Studies, 1995).  
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 The Vita Radegundis and the story of Anna show that Fortunatus was eager to champion 
women’s participation in spiritual matters even as they were becoming marginalized in the 
institutional church, and he demonstrates this participation more prosaically in the many stories 
of women serving the saints, sometimes with female-gendered labor. He did so, however, within 
an ancient conceptual framework that coded women as representing both physical and mental 
weakness as opposed to the natural strength attributed to men. This framework informs the other 
side of the coin that will be explored in the next episode, that is, ways in which women, in 
particular, were susceptible to temptation and divine punishment.  
Gendering Sin: Women’s Sexual Transgressions 
As seen in Chapter 2, Fortunatus is most poignant and dramatic when using laypeople to 
construct negative moral examples to avoid, and his episodes involving female-gendered sins are 
no different. The following two stories implicate women in sexual sins which were considered 
especially egregious when committed by women: abortion and adultery. Both stories largely 
endorse the sexual double standards placed on women and the inordinate burden they bore in 
preserving their own and their family’s honor.25 However, in the former story we can also detect 
resistance to certain rigorist constraints on married laypeople’s sexual lives that made abortion 
an attractive means of avoiding public shame. 
Towards the end of the Vita Marcelli, the saint drives a dragon or giant serpent (he uses 
both draco and serpens) away from the outskirts of Paris by striking it on the head with his staff 
and shoving a cloth into its mouth. Le Goff interpreted this story as something of a “foundation 
myth,” drawing on local pagan dragon-folklore, of the Christian community that later became 
 
25 Wemple, Women in Frankish Society, 41. 
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Saint-Marcel; 26 similarly, Gomez has noted the ways Marcellus’ eviction of the dragon reifies 
notional boundaries between profane/savage and Christian/civilized space.27 What lured the 
dragon to the city in the first place, however, has received much less attention than the dragon 
itself. Fortunatus begins the story:  
Noble by origin but base by reputation, a matron, having sullied the brightness of 
her birth by a low crime, lived out the days of her life in blindness and went to her 
tomb, followed by a vain cortege. She had been in the ground but a few moments 
after the funeral rites when there came to pass an event the tale of which filled me 
with horror. A double lamentation rose from the dead woman’s body. A gigantic 
serpent set assiduously about consuming her corpse. To put it more clearly, the 
dragon itself became the sepulcher of this woman, her limbs being devoured by 
the monster. Thus the unhappy burial had a serpent for a gravedigger, and the 
corpse could not rest in peace after death, for although she might have expected a 
place to lie down from life’s end, her punishment required her always to be on the 
move. Oh, execrable and awful fate! The woman, who had not respected the 
integrity of the marriage bed in this world, did not deserve to lie in her tomb, for 
the serpent who during her lifetime had enticed her to the crime continued to 
torment her corpse after death. 
 
Matrona quaedam prosapia nobilis opinione vilis, malo maculans crimine quod 
fulgebat ex genere, postquam dies fugitivae vitae rapta luce conclusit, ad tumulum 
pompa comitante sed non profutura processit. Quo condita, horresco referens hoc 
contigisse post funera, quia duplex nascitur lamentatio de defuncta. Ergo ad 
consummendum eius cadaver coepit serpens inmanissimus frequentare et ut 
dicam clarius mulieri cuius membra bestia devorabat ipse draco factus est 
sepultura. Sic infelices exsequias serpentinus baiulus inpendebat, ut post mortem 
quiescere cadaveri non liceret, et cui vitae finis uno loco iacere concesserat, 
semper mutabatur in poena. O casum exsecrabilem et valde timendum! Mulier 
quae coniugii integritatem non servavit in mundo integra iacere non meruit in 
sepulchro, nam serpens qui viventem in crimine traxerat adhuc in cadavere 
desaeviebat.28 
 
To Fortunatus, being devoured by a dragon is a fitting eternal punishment for a woman —a 
matrona inlustris, no less— who died in a state of adultery. The disruption of her body by the 
 
26 Le Goff, “Saint Marcellus of Paris and the Dragon,” 172. 
27 Gomez, “Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 248.  
28 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 10 (40-43). This translation is from Le Goff, “Saint Marcellus of Paris and the Dragon,” 187. 
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dragon after death is symbolic of the defilement she brought upon her own soul in life through 
the influence of the spiritual serpent. 
Adultery was a sin of the highest order in Christian doctrine and secular law. Caesarius of 
Arles often listed it alongside murder when warning his flock against committing capital crimes, 
and the Lex Gundobada allowed for the killing of both an adulterous woman and her lover by the 
aggrieved husband.29 Of course, this taboo against infidelity was not symmetrical. Caesarius 
lamented his society’s tolerance of married men who slept with their own slaves or other men’s 
daughters and wives.30 For women, a mere accusation of adultery was grounds for cruel and 
public punishment. Gregory of Tours records two incidents in which a judge sentenced an 
accused adulteress to be thrown off a bridge into a river with a millstone tied around her neck -no 
evidence was presented in either case.31 Another woman, who had left her husband and was 
accused of living with another man, chose to strangle herself rather than face trial.32 The 
posthumous condemnation of the adulteress in the Vita Marcelli, then, is an extension into the 
afterlife of a broader patriarchal impulse to mete out severe punishments to women suspected of 
violating the marriage bed. 
 More interestingly, this seems to be one of the earliest examples of a serpent devouring 
an adulterous woman, an image that would have a rich legacy in the later Middle Ages as an 
 
29 Lex Gund. 68, MGH LNG 2.1.95; see Katherine Fischer Drew, “The Germanic Family and the Leges 
Burgundionum,” Medievalia et humanistica 15 (1963), 9. 
30 Caes.Arel. Serm. 42.2; on this sermon and other sexual delicts, see Ralph W. Mathisen, “Seething Adolescence, 
Suspect Relations, and Extraneous Women: Extra-Marital Sex in Late and Post-Roman Gaul,” in S. Heilen, et al., eds., 
In Pursuit of Wissenschaft: Festschrift für William M. Calder III zum 75. Geburtstag (New York: Olms, 2008), 303-314. 
31 Greg.Tur. Glor.mart. 68-69. 
32 Greg.Tur. Hist. 5.32; see Verdon, “Les femmes laïques,” 248. 
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iconographic symbol of lust.33 In pastoral thought prior to Fortunatus, it was sin and pleasures of 
the body in general that made one’s soul susceptible to being fed on by the infernal serpent or 
dragon. “Sins with bestial maw savagely devour the soul conquered by the sick pleasure of the 
body,” Paulinus of Nola wrote in his Poema 28, and at death it is appropriated “by the serpent for 
his meal.”34 Like Paulinus, Augustine reasoned that, just as the serpent was told by God that it 
shall feed on dust for deceiving Eve, and the first couple was doomed to die and “return to dust,” 
“the sinner was given as food to the devil. Let us not be earth, if we would not be fed on by the 
serpent.”35 Caesarius of Arles portrayed the dragon not as an eater but as a tempter of souls that 
seduced pious Christians away from the heavenly bridegroom, but this allusion to marital 
infidelity was primarily allegorical.36 
 It is difficult to tell what, if any, elements of the story are inventions of Fortunatus; the 
legend —apparently a conglomeration of several different serpent- and dragon-legends— may 
have reached him more or less as he recorded it. What is important to note here is that he delights 
in the image of posthumous punishment and participates in (if not pioneers) the coupling of the 
serpent/dragon with the particularly gendered sin of adultery. In so doing, he also renders 
adultery metonymous with sin in general, not unlike the way Caesarius imagined sin or heresy 
 
33 Le Goff, “Saint Marcellus of Paris and the Dragon,” 162. Émile Mâle, L’Art religieux du XIIe siècle en France: 
Étude sur les origines de l’iconographie du Moyen Age (Paris: Librarie Armand Colin, 1922), 374-376. 
34 Paul.Nol. Poema 28, PL 61.668: “Et vere, quoniam velut ore ferino saeva vorant animam, quam vicerit aegra 
voluptas corporis, enectamque suae draco duxerit escae.” This translation is from Gay L. Byron, Symbolic Blackness 
and Ethnic Difference in Early Christian Literature (London: Routledge, 2002), 75. On Paulinus of Nola’s poetry, 
see R.P.H. Green, The Poetry of Paulinus of Nola: A Study of His Latinity (Brussels: Latomus, 1971); on the poems’ 
role in Christianization, see Dennis Trout, Paulinus of Nola: Life, Letters, and Poems (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), 173-186.  
35 Aug.Hipp. De ag.christ. 2, CSEL 41.5.3.103: “Quando enim dictum est diablo, Terram manducabis; dictum est 
peccatori, Terra es, et in terram ibis. Datus est ergo in cibum diabolo peccator.” 
36 Caes.Arel. Serm. 69.3. 
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constituting adultery against the heavenly bridegroom. This relationship between adultery and 
sin writ large is also alluded to when Fortunatus writes that the dragon “dragged the living one 
into the crime,” evoking Eve’s temptation by the serpent. In this story, then, Fortunatus sought to 
fortify ecclesiastical and societal taboos against female adultery and perhaps warn women living 
in adultery to seek penance while they still can.37 
A more nuanced approach to women’s sexual sin is found in the opening to the Vita 
Germani, in which the saint’s mother, Eusebia, attempts to abort him. The entire story runs as 
follows:  
Therefore the blessed Germanus, bishop of the Parisians, a native of the territory 
of Autun, was born from Eleutherius, his father, and Eusebia, his mother: parents 
noble and honored with public office. His mother, because she had conceived him 
in her womb in a short time after [having given birth to] another child, moved by 
womanly shame, wished to kill the infant before he was born and took a potion in 
order to abort him, and when the potion was unable to harm him, she lay on her 
stomach, so that with her weight she might suffocate what the poison had not 
been able to harm. The mother fought against the little one, but the infant fought 
back from the womb: thus there was a fight between the woman and her entrails. 
The infant was neither harmed nor killed by the mother, the bundle struggled 
against her, lest she commit parricide. This happened so that he might emerge 
alive and safe and render his mother innocent. It was thus a foretelling of future 
events that he performed a miracle before he was born. 
 
Beatus igitur Germanus Parisiorum pontifex territorii Augustidunensis indigena 
patre Eleutherio matre quoque Eusebia honestis honoratisque parentibus 
procreatus est. Cuius genetrix, pro eo quod hunc post alterum intra breve spatium 
concepisset in utero, pudore mota muliebri, cupiebat ante partum infantem 
extinguere, et accepta potione, ut abortivum proiceret, dum nocere non posset, 
incubabat in ventre, ut pondere praefocaret quem venena laedere non valerent. 
Certabatur mater cum parvulo, renitebat infans ab utero: erat ergo pugna inter 
mulierem et viscera. Laedebatur matrona nec nocebatur infantia, obluctabatur 
sarcina, ne genetrix fieret parricida. Id actum est, ut servatus incolomis ipse 
inlaesus procederet et matrem redderet innocentem. Erat hinc futura praenoscere 
ante fecisse virtutem quam nasci contigerit.38 
 
37 Caesarius seems to have been particularly concerned with repentance of adultery before death. See Serm. 41.4 and 
42.4. 




This is the only incident in Merovingian hagiography of a saintly fetus fighting against its 
mother to prevent abortion, and as such it stands out as a quite peculiar miracle story even in this 
very eclectic corpus. As noted in Chapter 2, one subtext of this story is the emphasis Fortunatus 
placed on the avoidance of sin in his soteriology, going so far as to suggest that even an 
attempted sin did not blemish one’s soul as long as the attempt failed. On the other hand, by 
referring to the deed with the morally-charged term parricida, he does not mince words on the 
seriousness of this particular sin if accomplished.39 Aside from demonstrating that Germanus 
was destined for sainthood from the womb, this story warns its female audience of abortion’s 
spiritual perils. 
Less straightforward are Eusebia’s motivations for seeking the abortion in the first place. 
Fortunatus attributes it to a “womanly shame” incurred by conceiving a child soon after giving 
birth, but he does not explain why this conception would have been shameful. Early medieval 
churchmen’s regulation of lay sexuality according to the female biological cycle is an obvious 
relevant context of this pudor. Sex during menstrual periods and pregnancy (not to mention the 
long roster of religious observances throughout the year) had been prohibited by Caesarius of 
Arles,40 and there was clear Old Testament precedent for requiring purificatory abstinence after a 
birth.41 From Caesarius to the proliferation of penitentials in the seventh century, ecclesiastical 
interest in monitoring the sexual lives of laypeople only intensified.42  
 
39 On the “electric resonance” of this term, see Mistry, Abortion in the Early Middle Ages, 39. 
40 Caes.Arel. Serm. 44.7, 16.2, 19.3. 
41 Lev. 12:1-5. 




However, there is little evidence that postpartum sex, in particular, was a concern for 
Gallic churchmen at the time Fortunatus was writing. In all of his sexual proscriptions according 
to the liturgical calendar and female biology, Caesarius never stipulated a period of postpartum 
abstention specifically. The earliest specific ruling on this issue that I have been able to locate is 
in Gregory the Great’s Libellus responsionum, written in response to queries from the missionary 
Augustine of Canterbury, which required abstinence until the child is weaned.43 The stringency 
of this directive in comparison to the relatively lenient tenor of the rest of the Libellus suggests 
that concerns about postpartum sex were “in the air” when Fortunatus was writing, but it is far 
from clear that Eusebia’s case would have necessitated even informal penance in the 570s. Even 
less plausible is that such a transgression would have been considered serious enough to justify 
concealment by a much more (spiritually and bodily) perilous abortion. 
Another reason not to read Eusebia’s pudor as arising out of religious concerns is that 
Fortunatus himself does not seem bothered by the conception. One will notice, first, that the 
language he uses to describe it is quite neutral: “pro eo quod hunc post alterum intra breve 
spatium concepisset.” He does not even use an intensifier (parum, nimium, nimis) with breve to 
portray the conception as transgressive. His use of the qualifier muliebri with pudor also casts 
doubt on primarily religious motivations. Though it has the primary neutral meaning of “of 
women” or “feminine,” it was also used misogynistically to code female-gendered behaviors and 
topics as trivial or even shameful. In the Ab urbe condita, Livy wrote scornfully of the luxuriae 
muliebris that undermined masculine Republican virtue.44 There might be a condescending tone, 
 
43 Beda Hist.eccl. 1.27.8, LCL 246.135. 
44 Livy Ab urbe cond. 34.6.1, LCL 295.442. See also Tert. De spect. 17, LCL 250.274: “Ita summa gratia eius de 
spurcitia plurimum concinnata est, quam Atellanus gesticulatur, quam mimus etiam per muliebres res repraesentat, 
sensum sexus et pudoris exterminans, ut facilius domi quam in scaena erubescant, quam denique pantomimus a 
pueritia patitur ex corpore ut artifex esse possit.” 
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then, behind Eusebia’s “womanly shame;” this shame might not refer neutrally to a woman’s 
emotional experience so much as cast the experience as an unwarranted, “effeminate” reaction to 
the pregnancy. 
Zubin Mistry has insightfully stressed the broader cultural and social aspects of Eusebia’s 
pudor, noting the importance of postpartum celibacy in many traditional societies’ reproductive 
norms. In these societies, taboos surrounding postpartum sex (and the insults with which they are 
enforced) are intimately connected with notions of infant wellbeing and, critically, parental 
responsibility. “Eusebia’s pudor entailed worrying about what the neighbours might think and, as 
anthropologists know well, what the neighbours might think is no trivial matter.”45 A sermon of 
Caesarius urging his elite urban congregation in Arles to observe sexual restraint might shed 
light on concerns over social status that could motivate an upper-class woman in Eusebia’s 
situation to attempt an abortion. “Lepers are commonly born,” he said, “not of wise men who 
observe chastity on feasts and other days, but especially of farmers who do not know how to 
control themselves.”46 Caesarius was playing on an ancient pride in sexual self-control that was a 
mark of Roman aristocratic virtus, a quality that separated the inlustres from the rustici.47 
Eusebia’s pudor, then, involved not fear of moral condemnation for violating ecclesiastical 
proscriptions so much as a sense of wounded pride as an upper-class Christian woman with 
which the audience is not intended to sympathize. 
 
45 Mistry, Abortion in the Early Middle Ages, 83. 
46 Caes.Arel. Serm. 44.7, CCL 103.199: “Denique quicumque leprosi sunt, non de sapientibus hominibus, qui et in 
aliis diebus et in festivitatibus castitatem custodiunt, sed maxime de rusticis, qui se continere non sapiunt, nasci 
solent.” 
47 Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1988), 22. 
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Though this reading of Eusebia’s pudor hardly casts Eusebia herself in a more positive 
light, it has broader and more salutary implications for laywomen’s sexual and religious lives. 
We should remember that only a few decades later the Roman church would treat sexual 
abstinence from birth to weaning as a necessity. Fortunatus’ stance of authorial neutrality 
towards the pregnancy and his casting of the pudor as muliebri, then, may have rhetorically 
resisted moralist or elitist voices that would find the pregnancy shameful. In other words, what 
was, in the social logic of the narrative, a choice between getting an abortion and carrying a 
(religiously or socially) shameful pregnancy to term, became, in Fortunatus’ framing, a choice 
between carrying a legitimate pregnancy to term and reacting to it in a shameful way. By 
framing Eusebia’s moral choice in this way, he rhetorically minimized at least one possible 
source of distress for women who became pregnant soon after giving birth. The church would 
not follow Fortunatus’ lenient lead in the following half-century, but this story perhaps 
represents an interesting period of transition in which a newly rigorist lay piety was emergent but 
still negotiable. 
 The prose lives’ passages discussing women and gender reflect well-known realia of 
Fortunatus’ society but also convey certain idiosyncratic messages to and about women. Despite 
playing into misogynist stereotypes, he eschewed any suggestion that women were less capable 
of spiritual excellence than men, and he even argued explicitly against patriarchal skepticism. 
His stories concerning women’s sexual lives were largely moralistic; his treatment of adultery in 
particular seems specially crafted to facilitate fire-and-brimstone sermonizing on this sin. His 
treatment of abortion is also predictably admonitory, but it also shows an unusual sensitivity 
towards the social pressures that could motivate women to attempt it. Finally, it should be noted 
that the saints’ intervention in each of these stories contain a ray of hope for living women 
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caught in these sins: Marcellus successfully drove the dragon of lust from his flock, and 
Germanus rendered his mother innocent. 
Lay Piety and Women’s Piety in the Vita Radegundis 
The previous section examined Fortunatus’ approach to women’s spirituality and morality as 
revealed by his direct discussions of gender and his portrayal of female secondary characters. 
The following section will continue this analysis through close reading of his sole biography of a 
female saint: the Vita Radegundis. It will show that, because of the lack of literary models of 
female cenobitic life, Radegund’s unique status as a former queen, and her anomalous status as a 
non-virginal and married monastic founder, Fortunatus drew from historical and biblical 
examples of more informal expressions of female piety to construct his portrait of this unusual 
saint. This analysis will demonstrate that the religiosity that emerges in the narrative overlaps to 
a large degree with traditional lay expressions of piety; thus, beyond providing a merely female 
or monastic model of sanctity —as will be seen, distinct hagiographic models are themselves 
elusive— the Vita Radegundis integrates the laity’s religious possibilities into Radegund’s 
holiness and thus constructs her as a saint exceptionally imitable by the laity.   
Fortunatus wrote the Vita Radegundis shortly after the saint’s death in August, 587, and 
the cult that it helped establish would become one of the most prominent in medieval 
Christendom.48 Moreover, as the only Fortunatan prose life of a female and well-attested saint, 
the Vita Radegundis has attracted intense study by historians of Merovingian politics, religion 
 
48 Emile Briand, Histoire de Sainte Radegonde, Reine de France, et des Sanctuaires et Pèlerinages et son honneur 
(Poitiers, 1898), 201-263. 
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and gender49 and has even captured the imagination of historical novelists.50 But despite the 
many important insights about Radegund and her time that historians have gleaned from her vita, 
Radegund the character has proven difficult to pin down. Her unusual background as a princess, 
then queen, the wealth of external evidence of her career, and peculiarities of the vita itself 
militate against any simple classification of this saint. The urge to detect discrete “models of 
sanctity” (episcopal, monastic, prophetic, etc.) in hagiography runs strong in Merovingianists, 
however, and there has been no shortage of attempts to discover what model Fortunatus had in 
mind. The following discussion of modern Vita Radegundis scholarship will demonstrate the 
pitfalls of this approach and clarify the contributions of this study, which will eschew 
overarching models and examine how Fortunatus crafted an exceptionally poignant pastoral 
biography of a complex and multifaceted saint. 
  Scholars have reached varying and often contradicting conclusions in their search for an 
overarching model of Radegund’s sanctity. Citing her “clerical status” as deaconess, her 
miraculous healings with oil and wine, her freeing of prisoners and her acts of charity, John 
Kitchen has argued that Fortunatus molded his image of Radegund’s sanctity on that displayed 
by the bishops of his “episcopal biographies.”51 Antonella Degl’Innocenti, in contrast, has 
 
49 Georg Scheibelreiter, “Königstöchter im Kloster: Radegund († 587) und der Nonnenaufstand von Poitiers (589),” 
Mitteilungen des Instituts für österreichische Geschichtsforschung 87 (1979), 1-37; Julia H.M. Smith, “Radegundis 
peccatrix: authorizations of virginity in late antique Gaul,” in P. Rousseau and M. Papoutsakis, eds., 
Transformations of Late Antiquity: Essays for Peter Brown (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2009), 303-326; Marie-Louise 
Portmann, “Die Darstellung der Frau in der Geschichtsschreibung des früheren Mittelalters,” Basler Beiträge zur 
Geschichtswissenschaft 69 (1958), 38-44; Jacques Fontaine, “Hagiographie et politique, de Sulpice Sévère à 
Venance Fortunat,” Revue d’histoire de l’église de France 62 (1976), 113-140; P. Riché, “Sainte Radegonde et le 
monachisme de son temps,” in Labande and Riché, eds., La riche personalité, 17-37. 
50 Barbara Rogers, The Ring and the Cross (SpiritBooks, 2011); Julia O’Faolain, Women in the Wall (Carroll & Graf 
Publishing, 1988). 
51 Kitchen, Rhetoric of Gender, 123; cf. Martha Gail Jenks, From Queen to Bishop: A Political Biography of 
Radegund of Poitiers (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). 
 190 
 
interpreted Radegund’s misericordia as incongruous with the episcopal model, which tends to 
emphasize the bishop’s power of healing and his social and religious power rather than his virtue 
of mercy; for Degl’Innocenti, the Vita Radegundis’ emphasis on mercy conforms rather to the 
image of the ideal nun and constitutes a complement to, not an adaptation of, the episcopal 
lives.52 Claire Thiellet has also emphasized the ascetic elements of Radegund’s career, arguing 
that the highest ideal of Fortunatus’ Radegund is contemplatio and imitation of St. Martin’s 
asceticism.53  Cristina Papa has emphasized the contrast between Radegund’s royal pedigree and 
her asceticism, arguing that Radegund’s most important role was that of the queen made holy by 
her ability to interweave the religious with the secular plan.54 Giselle de Nie, on the other hand, 
has interpreted Fortunatus as intentionally omitting Radegund’s “queenly personality.”55 
One factor that has made the Vita Radegundis so ripe for interpretation is the near-
contemporary life of the saint by Baudonivia, a nun whom the saint raised from a young age at 
the Convent of the Holy Cross.56 Writing in the late sixth or early seventh century, Baudonivia 
intended her Vita Radegundis to complement that of Fortunatus (to which she refers as “the first 
book” of Radegund’s life) with information about her life and miracles that Fortunatus had 
 
52 Degl’Innocenti, “L’Opera agiografica,” 151. 
53 Claire Thiellet, Femmes, Reines et Saintes, Ve-XI e siècles (Paris: Presses de L’Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2004), 
123.  
54 Cristina Papa, “Radegonda e Batilde: modelli di santita regia femminile nel regno Merovingio,” Benedictina 36 
(1989), 14. 
55 Giselle de Nie, “Fatherly and Motherly Curing in Sixth-Century Gaul: Saint Radegund’s Mysterium,” in Women 
and Miracle Stories: A Multidisciplinary Exploration, ed. Anna Korte, Numen Book Series 88 (Leiden: Brill, 2003). 
56 Louise Coudanne, “Baudonivie, moniale de Sainte-Croix et biographe de Sainte-Radegonde,” in Études 




omitted.57 In filling these lacunae, Baudonivia paints a much richer picture of Radegund’s 
spirituality and of her activity on the religious and political stage. It is from Baudonivia that we 
learn about the convent’s receipt of the eponymous relic of the true cross from Constantinople58 
and Radegund’s peace-keeping interventions in the quarrels of Merovingian kings.59 Baudonivia 
also provides the only two accounts of Radegund’s visions and in so doing shows the extent to 
which the concept of the sponsa Christi, only alluded to in Fortunatus, informed her religious 
devotion.60 Finally, Baudonivia provides an account of Radegund’s founding of the convent and 
the election of Agnes as abbess, a narrative turn in Radegund’s life that Fortunatus elides.61  
 Baudonivia explicitly avoided repeating Fortunatan material in her “second book” of the 
Vita Radegundis, but the emphases of the two lives vary so widely that this authorial decision 
does not quite account for the different (though not contradictory) pictures they paint of the 
saint’s life. However, scholars have reached no consensus on what political, pastoral, authorial or 
other factors determined these differences, or even on what exactly the differences are. Jean 
Leclercq argued that Fortunatus was unable to fully comprehend Radegund’s inner spirituality 
and chose instead to narrate her “exterior” religious life, for example, her humility in washing 
 
57 Baud. VRadegundis 1, 8.  
58 See Isabel Moreira, “Provisatrix optima: St. Radegund of Poitiers’ Relic Petitions to the East,” Journal of 
Medieval History 19 (1993), 285-305. 
59 Baud. VRadegundis 14, 16; see Brian Brennan, “St. Radegund and the Early Development of her Cult at Poitiers,” 
Journal of Religious History 13 (1985), 351-352. 
60 Brian Brennan, “Deathless Marriage and Spiritual Fecundity in Venantius Fortunatus’ ‘De Virginitate’,” Traditio 
51 (1996), 93; Thiellet, Femmes, Reines et Saintes, 98-106.  
61 Baud. VRadegundis 5; see Leo Ueding, Geschichte der Klostergründungen der frühen Merowingerzeit (Berlin: 
Emil Ebering Verlag, 1935), 206-209. 
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the sick, chopping firewood and cleaning latrines.62 Etienne Delaruelle saw in Fortunatus’ and 
Baudonivia’s lives two different conceptions of Christianity, the former based on monasticism 
and separation from the world and the latter linked to the episcopate and active in the world.63 
František Graus criticized this rigid demarcation, arguing that both versions of Radegund 
successfully combined secular with religious forms of life. He saw in Fortunatus’ Radegund a 
“königliche Asketin,” a queen first and foremost who had taken on extreme asceticism, and in 
Baudonivia’s a “Musternonne” who used her royal background to garner patronage for her main 
concern, the convent.64 In a more recent article, however, Sabine Gäbe has argued for a “non-
royal tendency” in Fortunatus’ Radegund, evidenced, in Gäbe’s reading, by her total 
transformation from queen to nun through ascetic seclusion.65 Finally, none of these analyses 
corroborate Kitchen’s assertion of an episcopal model inspiring the Vita Radegundis. 
 More successful have been studies of the direct literary and patristic precedents for 
Fortunatus’ portrayal of Radegund, as well as those discussing contemporary religious problems 
that Fortunatus sought to address. Joan Petersen, despite taking an excessively cynical view of 
the miracle stories’ usefulness to historians, has cogently pointed out the biblical and Martinian 
precedents for Radegund’s resuscitation miracles.66 Simon Coates has described Fortunatus’ 
 
62 Jean Leclercq, “La Sainte Radegonde de Venance Fortunat et celle de Baudonivie: essai d’hagiographie 
comparée,” in A.A.R. Bastiaensen, A. Hilhorst and C.H. Kneepkens, eds., Fructus Centesimus. Mélanges offerts à 
Gerard J.M. Bartelink à l’occasion de son soixante-cinquième anniversaire (Steenbrugge, 1989), 207-16.  
63 Etienne Delaruelle, “Sainte Radegonde, son type de sainteté et la chrétienté de son temps,” in Études 
mérovingiennes. Actes des journées de Poitiers, 1er-3 mai, 1952 (Paris: A. et J. Picard, 1953), 67; cf. Ruth Wehlau, 
“Literal and Symbolic: The Language of Asceticism in Two Lives of St Radegund,” Florilegium, 19 (2002): 75-89. 
64 Graus, Volk, Herrscher und Heiliger, 409. 
65 Sabine Gäbe, “Radegundis: Sancta, Regina, Ancilla: Zum Heiligkeitsideal der Radegundisviten von Fortunat und 
Baudonivia,” Francia 16 (1989), 29.  
66 Joan Petersen, “The Spirituality and Miracles of St. Radegund,” in Monastic Studies: The Continuity of Tradition, 
ed. Judith Loades (Bangor: Headstart History, 1990), 41.   
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depiction of Radegund as consisting of “pieces of an older, male jigsaw” of patristic views on 
women, which associated the female sex with sin and carnality and posited the cultivation of 
masculine virtues as the sole path to feminine holiness.67 De Nie has analyzed Radegund’s 
healing miracles involving bathing and massage to argue that she drew from ancient traditions of 
women’s healing to craft an experimental ideal of Christian womanhood in a society that 
restricted roles of public religious service to men.68 
 The following analysis will build upon what I consider the most convincing attempt to 
reconcile the two lives of Radegund and to find an overarching theme or model in Fortunatus’ 
version. Claudio Leonardi has argued that both lives portray a thematically coherent “donna 
potente in misericordia” through their depiction of Radegund’s political power, her domestic life 
and her devotion to relics. The lives do not promote any particular form of religious life; rather, 
they provide a narrative of opus misericordiae with examples for Christians of all stations to 
imitate. In her performance of monastic chores and high politics alike, Radegund’s holiness is a 
result of her service to others.69 The focus here will be on the ways this service and other 
elements of the life cast her as an especial saintly exemplar of lay piety and as a saint especially 
concerned with the laity. This analysis will proceed in three stages according to the progression 
of the narrative of Radegund’s career.70 Chapters 1 through 11, covering Radegund’s childhood 
 
67 Simon Coates, “Regendering Radegund? Fortunatus, Baudonivia and the Problem of Female Sanctity in 
Merovingian Gaul,” Studies in Church History 34 (1998), 42. 
68 de Nie, “Fatherly and Motherly Curing,” 85. 
69 Claudio Leonardi, “Fortunato e Baudonivia,” in H. Mordock, ed., Aus Kirche und Reich. Studien zu Theologie, 
Politik und Recht im Mittelalter: Festschrift für Friedrich Kempf zu seinem fünfundsiebzigsten Geburtstag und 
fünfzigjährigen Doktorjubiläum (Sigmaringen: J. Thorbecke, 1983), 23-32.  
70 Adalbert de Vogüé, Histoire littéraire du mouvement monastique dans l’Antiquité, vol. 10 (Paris: Éditions du 
Cerf, 2006), 59. 
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and marriage to Clothar, can be considered the first section; the second section consists of 
chapters 12 through 26, which narrate her life as an independent ascetic after her marriage and 
her ascetic practices in the convent; section three, chapters 27 through 39, catalogues the 
miracles she performed in the convent. 
Radegund’s Pious Childhood 
 
The first section of the Vita Radegundis covers her childhood experience of capture by the 
Franks, her upbringing as future consort of Clothar at Athies and her time as queen in Soissons.  
Along with exhibiting exceptional asceticism, as queen, Radegund directed all her energies 
towards relief of the poor and patronage of the church. She gave away a tithe of her part of the 
tribute “before accepting any for herself. She dispensed what was left to monasteries, sending the 
gifts to those she could not reach on foot. There was no hermit who could hide from her 
munificence.”71 As a young child, she brought dinner scraps to the other children and washed 
their hands and heads; as queen, she continued this custom by building a house at Athies with 
beds for needy women, whom she would wash “herself in warm baths, tending to the 
putrescence of their diseases. She washed the heads of men, acting like a servant. And before she 
washed them, she would mix a potion with her own hands to revive those who were weak from 
sweating.”72 Radegund also used her position as queen to advocate for prisoners whom Clothar 
had sentenced to death, enlisting nobles and ministers to soothe the king’s temper.73  
 
71 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 3 (10-11): “Nam cum sibi aliquid de tributis accideret, ex omnibus quae venisset ante 
dedit decimas quam recepit. Deinde quod supererat monasteriis dispensabat et quo ire pede non poterat transmisso 
munere circuibat. A cuius munificentia nec ipse se abscondere potuit heremita.” 
72 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 4 (12): “ipsa eas lavans in termis morborumque curans putredines, virorum capita diluens, 
ministerium faciens, quos ante lavarat eisdem sua manu miscebat, ut fessos de sudore sumpta potio recentaret.” 
73 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 10 (22). 
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Radegund was also active in her direct service to the church and participation in the 
liturgy. As a child, she and a young cleric named Samuel would lead a troop of children into an 
oratory singing psalms and carrying a wooden cross “as somber as adults,” and after these 
devotions she would pick up dust around the altar with a napkin and polish the oratory floor with 
her dress.74 As an adult, she made candles with her own hands and tended to them as they burned 
all night in oratories, and she gave her finest clothes to be used as cloths on altars.75 Finally, she 
would hasten “through snow, mud or dust” to greet and wash the feet of monks and clerics, and 
she would spend entire days listening to their teachings about salvation.76   
Some elements of this narrative, such as the young Radegund’s somber religiosity as a 
puer senex and her early experiments in asceticism, clearly mark the Thuringian princess as 
destined for holiness. However, many of her pious activities also reflect quite mundane and 
imitable habits that contemporary preachers impressed upon the laity and conversi. Chapter 2 
discussed the importance of almsgiving for all Christians in atoning for everyday sins; that this 
was particularly a trait of the pious laity, and perhaps even somewhat female-gendered, is 
suggested in Caesarius of Arles’ exposition of the hundred-fold, the sixty-fold and the thirty-fold 
produced by virgins, widows and the married, respectively. “Good widows,” he says, “serve God 
as blessed Anne did by fasting, almsgiving, and prayers,” and good married men and women 
“continually give alms and observe God’s precepts” –the piety of virgins, to whom he assigns no 
specific tasks, apparently consists in virginity itself.77 Similarly, in a poem in praise of Duke 
 
74 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 2.   
75 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 7 and 9. 
76 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 8. 
77 Caes.Arel. Serm. 6.7: “Bonae viduae, non deliciosae, non linguosae, non curiosae, non invidae, non superbae, 
quae ieiuniis eleemosynis et orationibus, sicut beata Anna faciebat, serviunt deo, cum ipsa sancta Anna sociantur 
multis milibus viduarum. Coniugati vero, qui sibi invicem fidem servaverint, et extra se nihil agnoverint, se ipsos 
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Launebod, Fortunatus includes a passage on his wife, Beretrud, who “pursues her hope in Christ 
from church to church, continually busying herself with works of piety. The naked she covers 
with clothing, to the thirsty she provides drink.”78 
Along with alms to the poor, laypeople were also encouraged to, like Radegund, 
contribute to the care of church buildings and to show especial reverence to monks and clerics. 
“Those who can should give candles or oil which can be put in lamps,”79 Caesarius told his 
congregation, and he included the building of churches among the many charitable deeds of the 
good Christian.80 In sermon 202, he lamented the pride of nobility that prevented some laypeople 
from washing clerics’ feet in hospitality, 81 and he exhorted them to give to alms to monks and 
clerics even before they ask.82 Finally, as noted in chapter 2, service at saints’ shrines was a 
customary way in which laypeople, either independently or as conversi, repaid the saints for 
healing.  
The first section of the life requires no great subtlety of analysis for its pastoral 
implications, but it is worth noting how and why this early life of the saint differs so markedly 
from those of Fortunatus’ male protagonists. These latter saints do not exhibit any strong 
 
tantum nonnisi pro desiderio filiorum agnoverint, adsidue elymosinas fecerint, et in quantum possunt dei praecepta 
servaverint.” 
78 See also Fortunatus’ epitaph of Queen Theudechild (Carm. 4.25), which similarly surveys “the orphan, the exile, 
the needy, widows and women lying naked” who “grieve that their mother, their food, and their clothing” is now 
dead. 
79 Caes.Arel. Serm. 13.2, CCL 103.65: “Qui possunt, aut cereolos aut oleum, quod in cicindilibus mittatur, 
exhibeant.” 
80 Caes.Arel. Serm. 35.4. 
81 Caes.Arel. Serm. 202.1. 




proclivity towards service to others; their holiness manifests itself as ascetic virtues which 
prepare them for entry into a monastery in childhood -a career path open only to boys.83 Because 
of her late entry to the monastic life and the historical exemplars of women’s piety discussed 
below, Radegund’s holiness derives largely from her assiduous performance of works enjoined 
upon the laity. As will be seen, references to imitable acts of service to others do not subside 
even in her asceticism and thaumaturgy. 
From Royal Court to Monastic Cell: Lay and Women’s Piety in Radegund’s Asceticism 
 
The second section begins with Radegund’s flight from Clothar and covers her labors as an 
independent ascetic and then as a nun in the Convent of the Holy Cross. Fortunatus tends to elide 
what would have been major ruptures in Radegund’s life, but the flight from Clothar constitutes 
a dramatic and necessary first step out of the royal court on her way to the monastic cell. After 
Clothar ordered the murder of her brother, she fled to Bishop Medard at Noyon and demanded to 
be consecrated as a nun.84 In Fortunatus’ retelling, Medard hesitated due to the biblical precept 
that the married should remain in the married state, but the physical threats of the nobles who 
had gathered to take Radegund back by force probably weighed more heavily on his mind.85 As 
the bishop wavered, Radegund put on monastic garb, approached the altar and told him that God 
would require her soul from his hand if he refused to consecrate her. In an apparent compromise 
 
83 Caesarius’ Regula allowed entry to girls as young as six, and there are many examples of girls being raised in 
convents. They do not, however, appear to have chosen the religious life voluntarily the way Albinus and Paternus 
did. See Cordula Nolte, “Klosterleben von Frauen in der frühen Merowingerzeit: Überlegungen zur Regula ad 
virgines des Caesarius von Arles,” in Affeldt and Kuhn, eds., Frauen in der Geschichte, vol. 7, 263; Jo Ann 
McNamara, “The Ordeal of Community: Hagiography and Discipline in Merovingian Convents,” Vox Benedictina 3 
and 4 (1986), 309. 
84 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 12 (26-28). 
85 1 Cor. 7:27. 
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between consecrating her as a nun and giving her back to the king, Medard consecrated her as a 
deaconess.  
Why Medard made Radegund a deaconess instead of a nun, as she demanded, has been 
the subject of longstanding scholarly debate.86 Most important for the present discussion is the 
way the practices she had taken up in her secular career carry on into and become more severe in 
her ascetic career. After her consecration, now free physically (if not legally) of Clothar’s 
control, Radegund went on a philanthropic pilgrimage to the saints’ shrines and living holy men 
of Gaul. Here Fortunatus first describes with his characteristic copiousness the riches she gave to 
the church. At a certain festival she piled gems, garments and ornaments on the altar, and to the 
holy monk Jumerus she gave “frontlets, chemise, bracelets, coif and pins all decorated with gold, 
some with circlets of gems.”87 The abbot Dato, the monk Gundulf and St. Martin’s holy sites in 
Tours and Candes were also recipients of her munificence.88 
For a time Radegund settled at her villa in Saix, where she intensified her ascetic dietary 
regimen and her service to the poor. She subsisted on legumes and vegetables and avoided mead, 
beer and undiluted wine. Following the example of St. Germanus of Auxerre, during Lent she 
ground flour by hand with a millstone and thereby provided food for local religious 
communities.89 Interestingly, even in the midst of her public renunciation of royal finery, 
 
86 See Michel Rouche, “Le mariage et le célebat consacré de sainte Radegonde,” in Labande and Riché, eds., La 
riche personalité, 51-52. 
87 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 13 (30): “Camisas, manicas, cofias, fibulas, cuncta auro quaedam gemmis exornata per 
circulum, sibi profutura sancto tradit altario.” 
88 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 13-14. Very little is known about Jumerus, Dato and Gundulf. Fortunatus says that 
Gundulf later became bishop of Metz; see Giovanni Palermo, ed. and trans., Venanzio Fortunato, Vite dei Santi 
Ilario e Radegonda di Poitiers (Rome: Città Nuova, 1989), 108. 
89 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 21. 
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Radegund felt the need to conceal some of her ascetic practices.90 She had the aforementioned 
millstone brought to her secretissimi, and she hid her victuals of barley bread and rye under a 
cake lest anybody see her austerity. This surreptitious asceticism and other aspects of the life 
bear a remarkable resemblance to the epitaph of the Burgundian queen Caretene, which 
celebrates this pious laywoman’s concealment of her fasting and hair shirt.91 
   Radegund is especially zealous in her care for the bodies of the poor and sick, which 
Fortunatus depicts in chapters 17 to 19 as a virtual tour de force of her humanitarian efforts. 
Each day she fed those on the matricula pauperum, and twice each week she bathed them and 
applied oil to their sores; when women showed up in shoddy clothes, she took their old clothes 
and gave them new ones. After the bath she served them dinner, cutting the meat and bread 
herself and spoon-feeding those too blind or weak to eat unaided. She served groups of lepers 
who came to her in the same way, even daring to kiss the women among them on the face and 
giving them gifts of gold as they departed. At one point in this series of passages, Fortunatus 
seems to take particular pleasure in describing in gruesome detail the lengths Radegund went to 
cure whatever ailed the miserable poor. While scrubbing the paupers’ heads, 
not shrinking from scurf scabs, lice or pus, she plucked off the worms and 
scrubbed away the putrid flesh. Then she herself combed the hair on every head 
she had washed. As in the gospel, she applied oil to their ulcerous sores that had 
opened when the skin softened or that scratching had irritated, reducing the spread 
of infection. 
 
crustam, scabiem, tineam nec purulenta fastidiens, interdum et vermes extrahens, 
purgans cutis putredines, singillatim capita pectebat ipsa quae laverat. Ulcera vero 
cicatricum, quae cutis laxa detexerat aut ungues exasperaverant, more evangelico 
oleo superfuso mulcebat morbi contagium.92 
 
90 See Papa, “Radegonda e Batilde,” 18-19. 
91 MGH AA 6.2.185; see Franca Ela Consolino, “Due agiografi per una regina: Radegonda di Turingia fra Fortunato 
e Baudonivia,” Studi Storici 29 (1988), 150-151; on Caretene, see PCBE 4.424. 
92 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 17 (39).  
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This passage and those surrounding it sustain and amplify the theme established in the first 
section with Radegund’s foundation of a house for the poor at Athies. Whereas Fortunatus is 
relatively brief in describing her activities at the previous foundation, here he devotes multiple 
pages solely to recounting Radegund’s personal care for the poor and sick, and he relishes it in 
great detail. 
Fortunatus depicts Radegund as showing a similar zeal in her service to the nuns and the 
convent. She often collected their shoes while they slept and cleaned them, and for meals during 
her week of chores she not only cooked but also carried the firewood, washed the dishes and 
swept the floors. In chapter 24 he writes, 
How can anyone describe her excited fervor as she ran into the kitchen, doing her 
week of chores? None of the monachae but she would carry as much wood as was 
needed in a bundle from the back gate. She drew water from the well and poured 
it into basins. She scrubbed vegetables and legumes and revived the hearth by 
blowing so that she might cook the food. While it was busy boiling, she took the 
vessels from the hearth, washing and laying out the dishes. When the meal was 
finished, she rinsed the small vessels and scrubbed the kitchen till it shone, free of 
every speck of dirt. Then she carried out all the sweepings and the nastiest 
rubbish. 
 
Illud quoque quis explicet, quanto fervore excitata ad coquinam concursitabat 
suam faciens septimanam? Denique nulla monacharum nisi de posticio quantum 
ligni opus erat sola ferebat in sarcina. Aquam de puteo trahebat et dispensabat per 
vascula. Holus purgans, legumen lavans, flatu focum vivificans, et ut decoqueret 
escas, satagebat exaestuans, vasa de foco ipsa levans, discos lavans et inferens. 
Hinc consummatis conviviis ipsa vascula diluens, purgans nitide coquinam, 
quidquid erat lutulentum, ferebat ima purgamina.93 
 
According to Cristina Papa, Fortunatus used Radegund’s acts of service to demonstrate the basic 
incompatibility between secular power and the Christian life.94 However, it seems more plausible 
that Fortunatus (who never shied away from glorifying earthly nobility) is simply accentuating 
 
93 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 24 (58-59). 
94 Papa, “Radegonda e Batilde,” 22. 
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the contrast between her self-abasement and her royal background, thus proving her sincerity, 
and positing her as a preeminent exemplar of Christian humility. Ever the reveler in paradox, 
Fortunatus would have understood the didactic potential of a queen who became a servant on 
earth so as to ennoble herself in the heavenly kingdom. Moral edification, not social critique, was 
probably closer to Fortunatus’ point. 
 These acts of service are also continuations of themes that had defined women’s 
asceticism since the late fourth century. Radegund was not the first elite Christian woman to 
establish sick homes or to distinguish herself through servile labor, nor was Fortunatus the first 
hagiographer to underscore these aspects of a holy woman’s piety. This tradition of female 
Christian piety was born largely out of women’s exclusion from the predominant (male) forms of 
asceticism and their adaptation of the ascetic life to the domestic sphere. Though a few women 
joined the ranks of the “Desert Mothers,” who followed St. Antony’s example of leading a life of 
constant prayer and fasting deep in the desert, such an arrangement was generally believed to put 
women in physical danger and to undermine the spiritual life of the “Desert Fathers”; ascetically-
inclined women also had to overcome resistance from relatives who wished to see the family line 
propagated and the family fortune administered.95 Thus, until the sixth century, Christian women 
were obliged to practice ascetic renunciation within the family home or not far from it, and early 
female ventures into the monastic life were of an ad hoc character -no formal rule for women 
existed until Caesarius wrote his Regula in 512. Women who created their own “desert” within 
 
95 David Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), 63. 
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the safety of the home often converted many of their female slaves and relatives as well, thus 
forging impromptu female ascetic communities bound by ties of family and faith.96 
 The most prolific male proponent of these early communities was Jerome, who acted as a 
spiritual mentor to a wide circle of aristocratic Roman women. Jerome’s letters to and about 
these women provide much of what we know about their experiences and spirituality, which 
often involved taking up asceticism upon widowhood, followed by lavish almsgiving and the 
founding of monasteries and hospitals. Letter 77 is addressed to Oceanus, a nobleman whom 
Jerome had known during his time in Rome.97 In this letter, Jerome offers belated consolation for 
the death of Fabiola, a relative of Oceanus and one of the Roman women who had studied with 
Jerome in Bethlehem. Fabiola had undergone extreme penance for remarrying before her first 
husband’s death, but she dedicated the rest of her life to charity and asceticism under Jerome’s 
direction. What is most interesting about this letter is what Jerome tells us about Fabiola’s 
activities immediately after her penance, which bear a striking similarity to Fortunatus’ portrayal 
of Radegund’s service to the poor at Saix. Having sold her property, Jerome tells us, Fabiola 
became    
the first person to found a hospital, into which she might gather sufferers out of 
the streets, and where she might nurse the unfortunate victims of sickness and 
want. Need I now recount the various ailments of human beings? Need I speak of 
noses slit, eyes put out, feet half burnt, hands covered with sores? Or of limbs 
dropsical and atrophied? Or of diseased flesh alive with worms? Often did she 
carry on her own shoulders persons infected with jaundice or with filth. Often too 
did she wash away the matter discharged from wounds which others, even though 
men, could not bear to look at. 
 
Prima omnium νοσοκομεῖον instituit, in quo aegrotantes colligeret de plateis, et 
consumpta languoribus atque inedia miserorum membra foveret. Describam ego 
nunc diversas hominum calamitates, truncas nares, effossos oculos, semiustos 
 
96 Gillian Clark, Women in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 101. 
97 On Oceanus, see PLRE 1.636. 
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pedes, luridas manus, tumentes alvos, exile femur, crura turgentia, et de exesis ac 
putridis carnibus vermiculos bullientes? Quoties morbo regio, et pedore confectos 
humeris suis ipsa portavit? Quoties lavit purulentam vulnerum saniem quam alius 
aspicere non valebat?98 
  
The Vita Radegundis passage contains no verbal borrowings from this section of Fabiola’s 
eulogy, but the thematic similarities and their position in the saints’ biographies (both following 
prolific almsgiving precipitated by the end of a marriage) suggest that Fortunatus and Jerome 
were, at minimum, writing within a common hagiographical tradition.  
It is also plausible that Fabiola was a direct inspiration for the Vita Radegundis. In Carm. 
8.1, which Fortunatus wrote to the Byzantine court in support of Radegund’s request for the relic 
of the true cross, the poet invokes the women of Jerome’s circle as exemplars of Radegund’s 
many virtues. Interestingly, though many of the parallels Fortunatus draws here are fairly generic 
—for example, that Radegund learned piety from Blesilla99 and self-restraint from Paula— the 
line on Fabiola states specifically that she “sets an example of how to cure wounds.” 100 Her 
work at the hospital had apparently made an impression. 
One letter of Jerome received at the hospital a couple years before Fabiola’s death was 
addressed to Pammachius,101 a Roman senator and son-in-law of Paula,102 a woman of Jerome’s 
circle, who became a monk and co-founded the hospital with Fabiola after the death of his young 
wife, Paulina.103 Though ostensibly a belated consolation for Paulina’s passing, much of the 
 
98 Jer. Epist. 77.6, CSEL 55.1.2.42-43. 
99 On Blesilla, see PLRE 1.162. 
100 Ven.Fort. Carm. 8.1.42: “Vulnera quo curet dux Fabiola monet.” 
101 On Pammachius, see PLRE 1.663. 
102 On Paula, see PLRE 1.674. 
103 On Paulina, see PLRE 1.675. 
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letter commends Pammachius’ decision to renounce his earthly rank. Similarly, Jerome includes 
praises for Paula and her daughter Eustochium, who together with Jerome founded monasteries 
and convents around Bethlehem.104 “Too dainty to walk in the muddy streets” during their 
former secular lives at Rome, now in the east the two women 
trim lamps, light fires, sweep floors, clean vegetables, put heads of cabbage in the 
pot to boil, lay tables, hand cups, help dishes and run to and fro to wait on others. 
And yet there is no lack of virgins under the same roof with them. Is it then that 
they have no servants upon whom they can lay these duties? Surely not. They are 
unwilling that others should surpass them in physical toil whom they themselves 
surpass in vigor of mind. 
 
Lucernas concinnant, vel succendunt focum, pavimenta verrunt, mundant 
legumina, olerum fasciculos in ferventem ollam dejiciunt, apponunt mensas, 
calices porrigunt, effundunt cibos, huc illucque discurrunt. Et certe magnus 
virginum chorus cum illis habitat. Num hujuscemodi ministeria aliis imperare non 
poterant? Sed nolunt vinci ab his labore corporum, quas ipsae superant virtute 
animi.105 
 
As Gillian Clark has noted, joining in kitchen work was one way for aristocratic Christian 
women to prove their humility and commitment to asceticism. In the extraordinarily hierarchical 
society of Rome, well-born women performing tasks usually relegated to the lowest social 
classes was a radical rejection of earthly privilege.106 In this instance, Fortunatus and Jerome are 
drawing from a well-attested hagiographical tradition of female ascetics relishing in kitchen 
work as a sign of humility.107 
In Fortunatus’ hands, however, Radegund’s servile labor and care for the bodies of the 
poor equally evoke images of lay domesticity even as they participate in a manifestly ascetic 
 
104 On Eustochium, see PLRE 1.312. 
105 Jer. Epist. 66.13, CSEL 54.1.1.664. 
106 Clark, Women in Late Antiquity, 103. 
107 See Pall. Hist.Laus. 34; Greg.Nyss. VMacrinae 11; K. Vogt, “La Moniale folle du monastère des Tabennésiotes: 
Une interprétation du chapitre 34 de l’Histoire Lausaica de Pallade,” Symbolae Osloenses 62 (1987), 95-108. 
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female hagiographical tradition. Early into Radegund’s post-consecration career as a humble 
servant of the poor, Fortunatus describes her as “busy as a new Martha,”108 a reference to Martha 
of Bethany who busied herself preparing the house for Christ’s visit while her sister, Mary, sat 
and listened at his feet:  
Now it came to pass as they went, that he entered into a certain town: and a certain 
woman named Martha, received him into her house. And she had a sister called 
Mary, who sitting also at the Lord’s feet, heard his word. But Martha was busy 
about much serving. Who stood and said: Lord, hast thou no care that my sister hath 
left me alone to serve? speak to her therefore, that she help me. And the Lord 
answering, said to her: Martha, Martha, thou art careful, and art troubled about 
many things: But one thing is necessary. Mary hath chosen the best part, which 
shall not be taken away from her. 
 
Factum est autem dum irent et ipse intravit in quoddam castellum et mulier 
quaedam Martha nomine excepit illum in domum suam et huic erat soror nomine 
Maria quae etiam sedens secus pedes Domini audiebat verbum illius Martha autem 
satagebat circa frequens ministerium quae stetit et ait Domine non est tibi curae 
quod soror mea reliquit me solam ministrare dic ergo illi ut me adiuvet et 
respondens dixit illi Dominus Martha Martha sollicita es et turbaris erga plurima 
porro unum est necessarium Maria optimam partem elegit quae non auferetur ab 
ea.109 
  
Christ’s rebuke to Martha in favor of Mary’s attention to his teaching casts Fortunatus’ epithet as 
“somewhat dubious” praise for a sainted woman; de Nie has attributed it to the absence of any 
“traditional role model for a holy healer who happened to be a woman.”110 Radegund-cum-
Martha fares little better in the monastic tradition, in which Martha and Mary had been 
interpreted as representing a gradation or dichotomy of Christian virtues: activity and service on 
Martha’s part and withdrawal and contemplation on Mary’s. Though Origen had placed Martha 
(πρᾶξις) and Mary (θεωρία) on an even plane, viewing each as indispensable in the pursuit of the 
 
108 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 17 (42). 
109 Luke 10:38-42. 
110 de Nie, “Fatherly and Motherly Curing,” 72.  
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other,111 John Cassian interpreted the women as representing a hierarchy of Christian modes of 
life. Martha’s physical, non-contemplative service to the Lord was indeed a sacred one, Cassian 
argues, “yet in praising the one [Mary], He implies that the other is inferior.”112 Just as alloyed 
metal is considered valuable in its own right but “becomes worthless when silver is taken into 
account, and again the value of silver disappears in comparison with gold,” similarly the active 
life of service represented by Martha, though good, is trifling compared to the life of divine 
contemplation represented by Mary.113 
 Fortunatus does not seem to follow Cassian’s interpretation of Martha. Besides the lack 
of any comparison, or even demarcation, between the active and contemplative life in the Vita 
Radegundis, in the passage invoking Martha he even casts activity as emblematic of the monastic 
venture by referring (not without some humor) to the assembled paupers as fratres: “She alone 
served them, busy as a new Martha until the ‘brothers’ were drunk and happily satisfied with 
their meal.”114 In associating Martha with monasticism without comparing her to any higher 
ideal, Fortunatus seems to be following Augustine’s interpretation of the two women as 
representing not two different forms of earthly life but the Christian’s life of toil on earth on the 
one hand and eternal life with God on the other. “The kind [of life] Martha was leading, that’s 
where we are; the kind Mary was leading, that’s what we are hoping for; let us lead this one well, 
 
111 Orig. Frag. in Luc., 171; Jennifer S. Wyant, Beyond Mary or Martha: Reclaiming Ancient Models of Discipleship 
(Atlanta: SBL Press, 2019), 76; Daniel Csanyi, “Optima Pars: Die Auslegungsgeschichte von Lk 10,38-42 bei den 
Kirchenvatern der ersten vier Jahrhunderte,” Studia Monastica 2 (1960), 10. 
112 Joh.Cass. Coll. 1.8, CSEL 13.2.15: “Illam tamen laudans, hanc inferiorem esse pronuntiat”; Wyant, Beyond Mary 
or Martha, 110; Columba Stewart, Cassian the Monk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 49-51. 
113 Joh.Cass. Coll. 23.3, CSEL 13.2.642: “Fit argenti contemplatione vilissimum, et rursum auri comparatione 
meritum evanescit argenti” 
114 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 17 (42): “Ut nova Martha satageret, donec potulenti fratres laeti fierent conviviis.” 
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in order to have that one to the full.”115 Leading the life of Martha means performing precisely 
the kind of humanitarian work that she did with compassion and generosity.116 Augustine also 
associates Martha, just as Fortunatus associates Radegund, with hospitality to clergy and ascetics 
in particular: “Services performed for the poor are good, and especially so are the offices duly 
performed for God’s saints, the religious respect that is owed them.”117  
The only other place Fortunatus refers to Radegund as a “new Martha” is the 
aforementioned Carm. 8.1, where he catalogues her virtues as exemplified by specific holy 
women: “Mimicking Melania in her zeal and Blesilla in her piety, becoming the equal of 
Marcella in her prayers, she is a new Martha in her devotion and a new Mary [Magdalene] with 
her tears, seeking to be a Eugenia in her vigils, a Thecla in her endurance.”118 Just as Martha 
represents not a lesser virtue but an ideal to aspire to in Carm. 8.1, similarly, by associating 
Martha with the monastic life itself in the Vita Radegundis, Fortunatus casts the saint’s 
humanitarian works as equal to her more physically and mentally punishing ascetic practices. 
In the second section Radegund abandons her life of royal luxury to serve God in poverty 
and humility. However, neither her actions nor Fortunatus’ framing of them suggest that this was 
a flight from the secular world altogether. At her villa in Saix and in the convent, she directed her 
energies primarily towards service to others, following the examples of Jerome’s circle and other 
informally ascetic women. Fortunatus’ reference to Radegund as a “new Martha,” moreover, 
 
115 Aug.Hipp. Serm. 104.4, PL 38.618: “Quod agebat Martha, ibi sumus: quod agebat Maria, hoc speramus. Hoc 
agamus bene, ut illud habeamus plene.” Translations of sermons 103 and 104 are from Edmund Hill, trans., The 
Works of St. Augustine, vol. 3.4. 
116 Aug.Hipp. Serm. 104.7. 
117 Aug.Hipp. Serm. 103.5. 
118 Ven.Fort. Carm. 8.1.43-47. 
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suggests that this service was intended to denote not female asceticism exclusively but also acts 
of goodwill that the laity could emulate. The following section will demonstrate that Radegund’s 
thaumaturgy also served not to rend but to sustain her ties to the secular world. 
A Lay Saint for Lay People: Radegund’s Miracles 
 
The final section of the Vita Radegundis catalogues some of the miracles Radegund performed 
during her life in the convent and ends with her death and posthumous appearance in a vision to 
a tribune of the fisc named Domnolenus.119 Two important aspects of this section are her 
methods of healing, which resemble her earlier, non-miraculous service to the poor at Athies and 
Saix, and the prevalence of laypeople among those she helped with her miraculous power. She 
healed two monachae through bathing. The first she healed of a chronic fever by laying her in 
warm water and “tracing the form of her body from head to foot. Wherever her hands touched, 
the sickness fled from the patient.”120 In the second bathing miracle, the patient, a certain Animia 
who suffered from dropsy, had a dream of Radegund telling her to descend nude into an empty 
bath. “Then, with her own hand, the blessed one seemed to pour oil on the sick woman’s head 
and cover her with a new garment”; when she awoke, “all trace of the disease had 
disappeared.”121 
Radegund is not the only saint Fortunatus refers to as a medica/us, but it is her healings 
that most frequently resemble the religiously neutral (or even vaguely pagan) treatments 
administered by contemporary medical experts. In yet another similarity to her previous care for 
the poor, she exorcised a woman named Leubela by causing a worm to emerge from under the 
 
119 On Domnolenus, see PCBE 4.593. 
120 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 29. 
121 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 35. 
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skin of her shoulder blades,122 and on another occasion a monacha healed a bloody cyst on her 
eye with some wormwood that Radegund kept for her own use.123 In her analysis of the healings 
of Animia and the monacha with a fever, above, Giselle de Nie has noted that Radegund’s 
unique treatment of a massage and bath appears to be acting in the tradition of “the therapeutical 
bathing and massage which were part of the pagan water sanctuaries’ care for women.”124 Aline 
Rousselle, moreover, has suggested that this tradition was not such a distant memory in the sixth 
century: even after the destruction of formal water sanctuaries in the fifth century, these sites 
could have continued to function as places of healing for women on a more local, rudimentary 
basis.125 For some laypeople, a female saint who healed through bathing may have been a more 
attractive object of devotion than male saints who healed with holy oil and the eucharist. 
Radegund’s contact with the world of the laity is not restricted to her means of healing in 
Fortunatus’ vita. Interestingly, despite the strict seclusion from the outside world demanded by 
Caesarius’ Regula, a relatively large number of miracles that Radegund performs in the final 
section involves laypeople, even men.126 Those tending to a certain secular girl named Goda 
were apparently aware of Radegund’s healing powers, for they healed her of chills by making 
 
122 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 28 (66-67). 
123 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 34 (78-79). 
124 de Nie, “Fatherly and Motherly Curing,” 74. 
125 A. Rousselle, “La sage-femme et le thaumaturge dans la Gaule tardive,” in A. Pelletier, ed., La médicine en 
Gaule (Paris: Picard, 1985). 
126 Caes.Arel. Reg. ad virg. 50; on the strict enclosure demanded by the rule, see Jane Tibbetts Schulenburg, “Strict 
Active Enclosure and Its Effects on the Female Monastic Experience (ca. 500-1100),” in John A. Nichols and Lillian 
Thomas Shank ,eds., Distant Echoes, Medieval Religious Women, vol. 1 (Kalamazoo, 1984), 51-86; C. Lambot, “Le 
prototype des monastères cloîtrès de femmes. L’abbaye Saint-Jean d’Arles (VIe Siècle),” in Revue liturgique et 
monastique 23 (1938), 169-174; Erin Thomas Dailey, “Confinement and Exclusion in the Monasteries of Sixth-
Century Gaul,” Early Medieval Europe 22.3 (2014): 304-35. 
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and lighting a candle in the saint’s name.127 On another occasion, a carpenter was able to bring 
his wife from a nearby hospice to Radegund for exorcism -it is possible that the hospice was part 
of the monastic foundation itself.128 Moreover, a certain Florius, described as “one of the saint’s 
men” (“homo eiusdem sanctae”) was saved from shipwreck while fishing by calling on 
Radegund’s aid.129 Finally, on the day of her death Radegund appeared in a dream to 
Domnolenus, healed him of a wasting disease and revealed to him the location of an ancient 
basilica which he should use to construct an oratory for St. Martin.130 Excepting brief periods of 
seclusion during Lent and other periods of severe asceticism, Radegund appears to have retained 
close ties to the world of the laity throughout her monastic career. 
From Lay Piety to Sainthood: Radegund’s Bodily Mortifications 
 
So far this discussion has focused on the ways Fortunatus’ Radegund exemplified particularly 
lay expressions of piety and showed a particular concern for laypeople in her miracle-working. 
There is one glaring counterexample to this theme that requires special consideration, that is, 
Radegund’s famous acts of extraordinary self-mortification in chapters 25 and 26. Because they 
stand out as uniquely gruesome among Merovingian portrayals of severe asceticism, these 
episodes have received a wealth of commentary, but no strong consensus on their significance or 
historicity has been reached. Here I will survey scholarly interpretations of these episodes and 
give special attention to that offered by Dyan Elliott, who I believe explained most convincingly 
the purpose they served in the narrative. Without attempting to explain them away, this 
 
127 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 32 (74). 
128 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 33 (75). 
129 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 31.  
130 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 38.  
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discussion will suggest that they were included for primarily cultic, not literary or pastoral, 
purposes and should not be read as distancing Radegund from the world of the laity in any 
substantive way. 
 Fortunatus presents Radegund’s self-torture as something of a culmination of all the 
grueling works that had come before, writing, “but I shudder to speak of the pain she inflicted on 
herself over and above all these labors.” He continues: 
During one Lent she bound her neck and arms with three broad iron circlets. 
Inserting three chains in them, she fettered her whole body so tightly that her 
delicate flesh, swelling up, enclosed the hard iron. After the fast was ended, when 
she wished to remove the chains locked under her skin, she could not for the flesh 
was cut by the circlet through her back and breast over the iron of the chains, so 
that the flow of blood nearly drained her little body to the last drop. 
 
Itaque post tot labores quas sibi poenas intulerit et ipse qui voce refert 
perhorrescit. Quadam vice dum sibi latos tres circulos ferreos diebus 
quadragesimae collo vel brachiis nexuit, et tres catenas inserens circa suum 
corpus dum alligasset adstricte, inclusit durum ferrum caro tenera supercrescens. 
Et transacto ieiunio cum voluisset catenas sub cute clausas extrahere nec valeret, 
caro per dorsum atque pectus super ferrum catenarum est incisa per circulum, ut 
sanguis fusus ad extremum exinaniret corpusculum.131 
 
Without pause, Fortunatus proceeds to the next two tortures, both of which involved burning. 
In the first, she heated a brass plate “shaped in the sign of Christ” and pressed it against her body 
“most deeply in two spots so that her flesh was roasted through.”132 In the following, “more 
terrible” instance, during Lent one year she filled a water basin with burning coals. 
Then, isolated from the rest, though her limbs were quivering, her soul was 
steeled for the pain. She drew it to herself, so that she might be a martyr though it 
was not an age of persecution. To cool her fervent soul, she thought to burn her 
body. She imposed the glowing brass and her burning limbs hissed. Her skin was 
consumed and a deep furrow remained where the brand had touched her. Silently, 
she concealed the holes, but the putrefying blood betrayed the pain that her voice 
 
131 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 25 (60). 
132 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 26 (61): “Item vice sub altera iussit fieri laminam in signo Christi oricalcam, quam 
accensam in cellula locis duobus corporis altius sibi inpressit, tota carne decocta.”  
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did not reveal. Thus did a woman willingly suffer such bitterness for the 
sweetness of Christ! 
 
Hinc discedentibus reliquis, membris trepidantibus, animus armatur ad poenam, 
tractans quia non essent persecutionis tempora a se ut fieret martyra. Inter haec ut 
refrigeraret tam ferventem animum, incendere corpus deliberat, adponit aera 
candentia, stridunt membra crementia, sed conputrescens sanguis manifestabat 
quod vox non prodebat in poena. Sic femina pro Christi dulcedine tot amara 
libenter excepit. Hinc actum est, quod ipsa abdiderit hoc miracula non tacerent. 
 
Fortunatus then abruptly closes the section by noting that “in time, miracles told the story that 
she herself would have kept hidden.”133 
 One fairly obvious and conventional purpose of these self-inflicted tortures is to prove 
Radegund’s status as a holy woman on a par with the martyrs. Fortunatus confirms this early in 
the life when he tells us that as a young girl Radegund “would often converse with other children 
about her desire to be a martyr if the chance came in her time.”134 In chapter 21, which appears 
to mark the founding of the monastery, he says that Radegund’s “fasting, services, humility, 
charity, suffering and torment” had already won her a reputation as “both confessor and martyr” 
among the people when she began her life of monastic confinement.135 On one level, then, 
Radegund’s “martyrdom” is one of countless vicarious martyrdoms through asceticism that had 
been a staple of hagiography since the fourth century.136 
 However, the fantastic lengths Radegund went to inflict pain on her own body are unique 
in early medieval hagiography, which usually deploys the concept of martyrdom hyperbolically 
to canonize even quite mild saintly sufferings. Radegund’s male peers in the Fortunatan prose 
 
133 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 26 (62-63). 
134 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 2. 
135 Ven.Fort. VRadegundis 21 (50): “Quid autem sanctissima ieiunii, obsequii, humilitatis, karitatis, laboris et 
cruciatus ferventer indepta sit, si quis cuncta percurreret, ipsam praedicaret tam confessorem quam martyrem.” 
136 R.A. Markus, The End of Ancient Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 70-72. 
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corpus demonstrate this contrast. Germanus achieved his “martyrdom” by persevering in vigils 
and by “struggling with his entrails” in fasting; Albinus “merited the palm of martyrdom” not by 
undergoing physical tortures but by being willing to undergo them for opposing incestuous 
marriages.137 Similarly, Hilary and Paternus won the crown of martyrdom in Fortunatus’ eyes by 
putting themselves at risk of physical assault by opponents of the faith without ever undergoing 
tortures.138 Radegund’s self-mutilation exceeds any expectations her vita’s audience would have 
had for saints suffering to earn the crown of martyrdom. 
 Scholars have arrived at varying interpretations of the significance of Radegund’s self-
torture as an ascetic practice and of its function in the wider narrative. Not all accept its 
historicity. Those who do have tended to attribute to it some extraordinary penitential purpose 
relating to her marriage to Clothar. Pricoco has suggested that Radegund hoped to expiate the sin 
of breaking her vow of virginity through forced marriage.139 This explanation is unlikely, 
however, because Radegund took no formal vows before her marriage, and Fortunatus does not 
mention any desire by the young Radegund to preserve lifelong virginity, despite this being a 
common hagiographical trope. More plausible is Pricoco’s and McNamara’s suggestion that 
Radegund was doing penance on Clothar’s behalf for his murder of his son Chramn and his 
family, perhaps in exchange for Clothar’s support for the convent.140 However, Fortunatus draws 
no connection between Clothar and Radegund’s extreme asceticism. 
 
137 Ven.Fort. VGermani 75 and VAlbini 17. 
138 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8 and VPaterni 5; see Kitchen, Rhetoric of Gender, 119. 
139 Pricoco, “Gli scritti agiografici,” 182.  
140 McNamara, Sainted Women of the Dark Ages, 81 n.71; Pricoco, “Gli scritti agiografici,” 182. If such was the 
case, then Radegund was emulating an eastern ascetic tradition, rarely observed in the west, of living holy men 
doing penance vicariously for the sins of their monastic brothers. See Claudia Rapp, “Spiritual Guarantors at 
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On the narrative level, Oliver Ehlen has emphasized Fortunatus’ insistence on 
Radegund’s status as a modern-day martyr and the still porous literary relationship between 
saints’ vitae and martyrs’ passiones. Since saints were often recognized by miracles that 
occurred at their grave, and Fortunatus was writing very soon after Radegund’s death, Ehlen 
argues that he compensated for the lack of posthumous miracles by fashioning her asceticism as 
a passio that precipitates a virtual “Liber de virtutibus sanctae Radegundis,” that is, the series of 
miracles that consumes the remainder of the life.141 Kitchen has argued that the relationship 
between Radegund’s self-tortures at the end of section two and the miracles in section three is 
more than simply structural; they serve, rather, to solve what Kitchen sees as “the problem of 
attaining sanctity in a female body.”142 He sees this concern arising in the life’s preface, quoted 
above, where Fortunatus contrasts women’s supposed natural weakness with the strength they 
receive through Christ. In Kitchen’s reading, then, the spiritual purpose of Radegund’s self-
mortification is “the eradication of femininity,” or her transformation into a virago, a woman 
with the male-gendered qualities of strength and stamina.143 
Though misogynistic notions of women’s capabilities certainly informed Fortunatus’ 
portrayal of Radegund, to say that the narrative erases Radegund’s gender exceeds the evidence. 
First, though the vita portrays women as inherently weak and in need of strengthening from 
Christ, the notion of them becoming male or ceasing to be female is never implied. Fortunatus 
seems to be speaking only of weak beings becoming strong, no more and no less. Secondly, this 
 
Penance, Baptism and Ordination in the Late Antique East,” in Firey, ed., New History of Penance (Leiden: Brill, 
2008), 135-144. 
141 Ehlen, Venantius-Interpretationen, 134.  
142 Kitchen, Rhetoric of Gender, 120.  
143 Kitchen, Rhetoric of Gender, 124 
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analysis of the vita has already shown how Fortunatus drew on female saints and female-
gendered labor to characterize her sanctity. Simon Coates, working from other evidence, has 
arrived at a similar interpretation of the Vita Radegundis, concluding that “instead of 
constructing an image of female sanctity based upon the transcending of gender,” both 
Fortunatus and Baudonivia “sought to replace the aristocratic social ideal of gender which 
viewed women as devoted wives and child bearers with a religious ideal based upon a rejection 
of sexuality and the desire to appear as angels.”144 
 All of the interpretations discussed thus far go some way towards contextualizing 
Radegund’s self-tortures or at least positing plausible motivations for them on Radegund’s part. 
However, I believe Dyan Elliott has arrived at an exceptionally incisive interpretation which 
harmonizes these actions with the rest of the narrative while also accounting for their exotic 
nature. For Elliott, the problem with Radegund’s sanctity resides not in her female body but in 
certain conundrums presented by her marriage. The first difficulty arises with the natural 
hagiographical impulse to claim that the marriage was a continent one. Whereas such a claim 
would not have legally invalidated a marriage under Roman law, which required only the 
consent of both parties to enter a marriage contract, in Radegund’s case, under barbarian law, 
such a claim would have invalidated the marriage, because a marriage was not valid unless 
consummated. But Radegund’s marriage was too high-profile to be simply swept under the rug. 
As far as her contemporaries were concerned, and as was probably the case, Radegund was 
legally married under barbarian law and thus not a virgin. It is telling, then, that Fortunatus says 
nothing one way or the other about her virginal status. There are also reasons to question whether 
Radegund’s marriage was not seen as something more prurient by the church. She was, of 
 
144 Coates, “Regendering Radegund?” 49. 
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course, only one of five women to whom Clothar had been married, including his polygamous 
and incestuous marriage to the sisters Ingund and Aregund.145 “And so when Radegund 
embarked on her religious life, she may have been regarded as a quasi-married woman at best: 
one flesh with a celebrated libertine who was already one flesh with a plurality of other 
wives.”146 
 The separation from Clothar also raised its own problems, most importantly, Radegund’s 
violation of scriptural and canonical proscriptions against married persons entering a life of 
celibacy without their spouse’s consent. But even before fleeing the royal court, Radegund may 
well have been hardly in a position to claim good standing in the eyes of the church, even at the 
minimally virtuous level of a sexually active married woman. Elliott notes the clear gradation of 
holiness the church afforded to different forms of life for women: holiest were the virgins, who 
were promised the hundredfold heavenly reward in patristic exegesis of the parable of the sower 
(Matt. 13:8), next came widows, who received a sixtyfold reward, and last came the faithful 
married and their thirtyfold.147 Probably not virginal and not a widow at the time she fled 
Clothar, the highest dignity Radegund could possibly claim, in the metric that mattered most to 
the church, was the thirtyfold reward of the married woman. Thus, in addition to casting 
Radegund as a martyr and the vita as a passio, the extreme self-tortures (whether purely literary 
or actually practiced) might have served to strengthen what was otherwise a dubious claim to 
sanctity. In light of Radegund’s failure to conform neatly to any established model of female 
sainthood, Elliott argues, “her self-inflicted torments are more convincing as penance than as 
 
145 Greg.Tur. Hist. 4.3. 
146 Dyan Elliott, The Bride of Christ Goes to Hell: Metaphor and Embodiment in the Lives of Pious Women, 200-
1500 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 83. 
147 Caes.Arel. Serm. 6.7. 
 217 
 
martyrdom,” though it is impossible to tell which part of her sexual past —losing her virginity, 
marriage to a polygamist, separation from the polygamist, or all of them— drove Radegund’s 
actions or Fortunatus’ portrayal of them.148 
 If Radegund found it a struggle to live a life purified of earthly contamination, then this 
only gave her more in common with the broad public for whom Fortunatus wrote her vita. This 
discussion has demonstrated that many of the deeds commemorated as holy in the vita align 
closely with pious activities enjoined upon the laity or show Radegund’s enduring contact with 
the lay world. Much of this thematic overlap derives from the informal nature of women’s 
asceticism that served as Fortunatus’ model. Because women most commonly practiced 
asceticism in the midst of secular domestic life, the style of piety that arose from it would most 
naturally resemble that held out as the ideal for pious laypeople of both sexes. In the Vita 
Radegundis, however, this similarity might not have been merely incidental, as indicated in 
Radegund’s status as a “new Martha” and the many miracles she performed for the laity. 
Conclusion 
The portrayal of women in the prose lives largely reflects the well-known tension between late 
antique Christians’ inherited misogynistic language about women and their belief in the 
fundamental spiritual equality of the sexes. Likewise, the pastoral messages Fortunatus directed 
to women reflect an ancient patriarchal preoccupation with regulating women’s sexual and 
reproductive lives. However, there are some hints of originality in Fortunatus’ approach, insofar 
as he made a point of validating women’s visions, downplayed sources of shame in reproduction 
and constructed a novel and terrifying image of adultery’s eternal consequences. Fortunatus both 
reflexively and intentionally perpetuated misogynistic biases that rationalized their exclusion 
 
148 Elliott, Bride of Christ Goes to Hell, 99. 
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from leadership in the church, but he also championed women’s power as spiritual agents in the 
areas of religions influence —either informal or monastic— still open to them. 
 His one life of a female monastic, however, takes us not into the world of the cloister so 
much as the world of informal female asceticism that lay Christian households had known since 
the fourth century. It thereby constructs Radegund as a saint whose spirituality largely mirrored 
that of her lay devotees and in turn provided a truly imitable saintly exemplar of piety. Finally, 
Radegund also emerges as an especial patron of the laity, as exemplified in her continued care 
for lay men and women even after entering monastic seclusion. If her bodily mortifications 
established her place in heaven among the martyrs, then her service to others established her 








Venantius Fortunatus’ prose lives have been studied closely for their role in promoting the 
interests of Gallic bishops concerned to inspire reverence for the supernatural power of their 
office and their association with saintly predecessors. This study has examined the ways these 
works performed a social-literary task that was no less important but more difficult to detect, that 
is, promoting the creation of a pious Gallic Christian laity. This was accomplished by shedding 
light on the subtle pastoral messages and narrative strategies Fortunatus employed to speak to the 
laity’s religiosity. Above all, the analysis took into account the lives’ performative function in 
the mass as well as the semiotic associations borne by their characters, images, tropes and other 
features in broader contemporary discourses on lay piety and pastoral care. Close attention to 
these elements has shown that these works present a sensitive, consistent and intelligent 
approach to lay religiosity that would have aided the bishop in his provision of pastoral care and 
empowered the laity in its own pursuit of salvation. 
 Chapter 1 examined the emergent use of hagiography in the mass in sixth-century Gaul 
and the ways Fortunatus adapted his hagiographical material to this purpose. It suggested that 
Fortunatus crafted his narratives using techniques such as amplification and rhyme in such a way 
as to emphasize images relating to salvation and rebirth in their performance. This analysis set 
the rhetorical background for the analysis of the lives’ content in the following chapters. Early 
stages of research suggested three particularly fruitful topics for close scrutiny: soteriology, 
religious outsiders and women/gender. Chapter 2 examined Fortunatus’ approach to the most 
basic religious concerns of the Christian faithful, that is, avoiding sin and mitigating its effects. 
This analysis showed that Fortunatus espoused a soteriology predicated largely on the avoidance 
of sin, informed in part by his Augustinian beliefs about grace and free will as revealed in his 
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Expositio orationis dominicae (Carm. 10.1). Chapter 3 showed that Fortunatus followed bishops’ 
lead in denouncing Jewish-Christian social relations through marriage, slavery and collegiality 
while also using images of more distant outsiders to speak to the laity’s more abstract cultic and 
soteriological concerns. Chapter 4 examined Fortunatus’ very multi-faceted treatment of women. 
On the one hand, he sought to legitimize women’s spirituality by arguing against skepticism of 
their ability to experience visions and to cultivate spiritual virtues, and in the case of Eusebia he 
rhetorically mitigated laywomen’s anxieties about ill-timed pregnancies. On the other hand, he 
took a severe stance on the sin of adultery, even making innovative use of the sin-serpent 
semiotic pairing to emphasize its seriousness. Finally, this chapter suggested that Fortunatus 
constructed his sole female protagonist less as a model of female spirituality than as an example 
of lived lay piety and as something of a patron saint for lay men and women alike.  
 What do these observations reveal about Fortunatus’ personality as a provider of pastoral 
care? A few conclusions about this area of his thought can be reached. First, he recognized 
hagiography’s potential to narratively reinforce the central tenets of Christianity usually 
expressed more directly in homiletics, most prominently mankind’s need for redemption. 
Secondly, on the topic of redemption, he subscribed to a very modest set of expectations for the 
laity’s salvation, enjoining them primarily to avoid sin while also expressing hope that they will 
cultivate positive virtues. In this, Fortunatus follows an interesting and under-examined history 
of lay adherence to Augustinian notions of salvation, which appear to have offered an attractive 
alternative to monastic teachers’ insistence on individual effort -Augustine’s two most prominent 
advocates in Gaul, Prosper of Aquitaine and Hilary, were laymen. However, though he set the 
bar for salvation itself relatively low, he also held out the possibility for the laity’s more 
ambitious spiritual achievements, such as conversion to the penitential lifestyle. Finally, while 
seeking to meet his lay audience where it was, morally and intellectually, he also saw it as his 
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duty to support bishops’ moralizing campaigns concerning social relations, in particular sexual 
sin, illicit relations with religious outsiders and other delicts. In this way, Fortunatus recognized 
that pastoral care depended on the direction of the bishop but also could not be left to the bishop 





BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES OF FORTUNATUS’ SAINTS 
Marcellus of Paris 
 
According to the most reliable episcopal catalogues, Marcellus was the ninth bishop of Paris.1 
Little information about Marcellus had survived by the time Germanus of Paris commissioned 
Fortunatus to write his Vita, which the hagiographer appears to have constructed from oral 
traditions and legends that had grown up around his cult. He was born in Paris to parents of 
humble status and joined the militia Christi at a young age as a reader.2 He later became a 
subdeacon and served directly under Bishop Prudentius of Paris, whom he later succeeded as 
bishop.3 Nothing is known about his episcopacy except two miracles recorded in his Vita: his 
healing of a paralyzed man and his victory over a dragon that terrorized the outskirts of Paris.4 
He died on November 1 in the early fifth century and was buried in a necropolis on the south 
shore of the river Bièvre.5 Gregory of Tours records a miracle in which the priest Ragnemod 
(later bishop of Paris) was healed of a quartan fever at his tomb sometime before 576.6 
Paternus of Avranches 
 
Paternus was the bishop of Avranches from 551/552 to 564.7 He was born to noble parents (his 
father held public office) in Poitiers around 482 and was educated by his mother Iulita. In his 
 
1 Duchesne, Fastes 2.467; PCBE 4.1244. 
2 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 4.  
3 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 6.  
4 Ven.Fort. VMarcelli 9-10.  
5 PCBE 4.1245.  
6 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 87. 
7 PCBE 4.1430. 
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childhood Paternus entered the monastery of St-Jouin-de-Marnes and was made a cellarer.8 
While still an adolescent, he and his elder monastic companion Scubilio left the monastery to 
live as wandering ascetics, and his reputation for holiness soon gained him a following of 
disciples, for whom he built a monastery and, later, a basilica in Sesciacum.9 After living for 
three years in ascetic isolation, the fugitive monks were discovered by Generosus, abbot of St-
Jouin-de-Marnes, who commended Paternus to Bishop Leontianus of Coutances for his noble 
background (quote: he came from a good family).10 Leontius made him a deacon and then a 
priest around 511. In this position Paternus reunited with Scubilio (who had returned to St-Jouin-
de-Marnes for a time) and waged a campaign against paganism in Normandy, building 
monasteries in Bayeux, Le Mans, Avranches and Rennes.11 Probably due to his success as a 
monastic founder and administrator, King Childebert called Paternus to Paris and entrusted him 
with royal funds to provide relief to the poor.12 At an unknown date Paternus became abbot of 
the monastery in Sesciaco and served in that position for several years. He succeeded Egidius as 
bishop of Avranches before 560 with the support of the plebs and nobles, and he was the tenth 
signatory out of fifteen bishops at the Council of Paris (561-564).13 During his thirteen-year 
episcopate he rebuilt churches, promoted agriculture and cared for the poor. 14 He died before 
 
8 Ven. Fort. VPaterni 3.  
9 Ven. Fort. VPaterni 4 and 7. 
10 Ven. Fort. VPaterni 9. 
11 Ven. Fort. VPaterni 10. 
12 Ven. Fort. VPaterni 15.  
13 Conc.Paris a. 561-564, CCL 148a.210. 
14 Ven. Fort. VPaterni 16.  
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573 at the age of 82 and was buried in the monastic basilica of Sesciacum.15 The Martyrologium 
Hieronymianum lists his depositio as April 16.16 
Albinus of Angers  
 
Albinus was born to upper-class parents in Vannes around 475. While still a child he entered the 
Tincillacensis monastery (location unknown) where he gained a reputation for humility and 
obedience. 17 At around the age of 35, he became abbot of the monastery and governed the 
community with severe discipline for twenty-five years.18 Around 535 he was elected 
unanimously by the people to succeed the recently-deceased bishop of Angers (perhaps 
Adelfius).19 Albinus objected to the laxity of other bishops on the issue of incest at the Council 
of Orléans (538), but he was finally compelled to sign the lenient canons; afterwards he traveled 
to Arles to consult with Bishop Caesarius of Arles on the issue.20 He participated in another 
council at Orléans (541) but was again unsuccessful in ending ecclesiastical tolerance of incest. 
At a third council at Orléans (549), Albinus was represented by the abbot Sapaudus. He served as 
bishop for twenty years and died around 558 just after the age of eighty. He was initially buried 
in a narrow vault but was translated to a new basilica by his successor, Domitianus, before 573.21 
 
15 PCBE 4.1432.  
16 AASS Nov. 2.1.xx. 
17 Ven. Fort. VAlbini 5. 
18 Ven. Fort. VAlbini 8. 
19 Ven. Fort. VAlbini 9; PCBE 4.100. There is some disagreement among medieval authors as to whether Albinus 
was the tenth, eleventh or twelfth bishop of Angers; see AASS Mar.1.54. 
20 Ven. Fort. VAlbini 18. 
21 Ven. Fort. VAlbini 19.  
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The basilica was later dedicated to Albinus, and the Martyrologium Hieronymianum celebrates 
his depositio on March 1.22 
Hilary of Poitiers 
Hilary was born in Poitiers, probably in the first quarter of the fourth century. His thorough 
literary and philosophical training suggests that he was from the city’s upper class. It is unclear 
whether he grew up as a Christian. In the preface to his De trinitate, Hilary would have us 
believe that he was raised as a pagan and became a Christian after a long period of intellectual 
soul-searching, but this could be merely a rhetorical trope.23 In any case, he was baptized as an 
adult. That he was married and had a daughter named Abra is known only from Fortunatus’ Vita 
and is probably nothing more than a local tradition in Poitiers. He became the first known bishop 
of Poitiers sometime shortly before 356.24 In his first months as bishop he betrayed no interest in 
theological controversy; it was during this period that he wrote his commentary on Matthew, 
which mentions neither Arianism nor the Nicene Creed.25 Hilary might have participated in or 
(more likely) been caught in the immediate fallout of the Council of Milan (355), at which the 
Nicene bishop Eusebius of Vercelli was exiled by Constantius II and a majority of Homoian 
bishops.26 If he was involved in the controversy this early, then this was when he promulgated a 
 
22 AASS Nov. 2.2.120. 
23 Hil.Pict. De trin. 1.1, PL 10.9-10. 
24 Hanns Christof Brennecke, “Hilarius von Poitiers,” Theologische Realenzyklopädie, vol. 15.1 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1986), 315. 
25 PL 9.917-1078; PCBE 4.990; Brennecke, “Hilarius von Poitiers,” 316. 
26 There is disagreement on this point. The PCBE accepts that Hilary condemned bishops Saturninus of Arles, 
Ursacius of Singidunum and Valens of Mursa as a result of the council, but Brennecke has argued that the evidence 
for this —Hil.Pict. Liber II ad Const., CSEL 65.4.195-205— reflects events that occurred immediately before his 
exile, not in response to the Council of Milan. See PCBE 4.990 and Brennecke, “Hilarius von Poitiers,” 316. 
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decree urging bishops to sever communion with Bishops Valens and Ursacius, who had 
instigated Constantius’ heavy-handed stance toward the Nicene party.27 
In any case, Hilary was compelled to attend the Council of Béziers in 356, where, 
according to his account (no acta from this council survive), the Homoian bishops, led by 
Saturninus of Arles, condemned him for confessing his Nicene faith.28 They then sent a report to 
Caesar Julian requesting that Hilary be exiled. After receiving a negative reply from the Caesar, 
Saturninus allegedly manufactured political accusations against Hilary to emperor Constantius, 
who then exiled Hilary to Phrygia, though without deposing him as bishop.29 In exile, Hilary 
maintained contact with the Gallic churches and devoted himself to intellectually defending 
western Nicene theology.30 In late 358 or early 359 he wrote the De synodis, which sought to 
unite the bickering Nicaeans and Homoiousians against the Homoians before the planned 
councils of Rimini and Seleucia; throughout his exile he also worked intermittently on the twelve 
books of his De trinitate.31 
 Hilary’s exile effectively ended in September 359 when he was allowed, or compelled, 
by the emperor to attend the Council of Seleucia, where he was greeted warmly and recognized 
as a representative of the western pro-Nicaea faction.32 When the Homoeousians and Acacians at 
the Seleucia council could not arrive at a consensus on a new trinitarian formula, Hilary was one 
 
27 On Ursacius, see PCBE 2.2352-2353. 
28 Hil.Pict. De syn. 1.2, PL 10.481-482; PCBE 4.990. 
29 Carl L. Beckwith, Hilary of Poitiers on the Trinity: From De fide to De trinitate (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 30; PCBE 4.991. 
30 Brennecke, “Hilarius von Poitiers,” 316. 
31 PCBE 4.992. 
32 Sulp.Sev. Chron. 2.42.2, CSEL 50.95. 
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of ten bishops sent by the Homoeousian faction to Constantinople to consult with Emperor 
Constantius II.33 While in Constantinople Hilary learned of the coerced endorsement of the 
emperor’s preferred Homoian formula, the so-called Dated Creed, at Seleucia’s sister-council at 
Rimini, and on December 31 the Seleucia delegation signed another Homoian formula.34 Hilary 
objected to this creed’s ban on the term homoousion and requested an opportunity to defend his 
stance directly to the emperor, but he was refused an audience.35 
 It was probably Julian’s usurpation of Constantius that allowed Hilary to return to Gaul, 
without official release from exile, in early 360.36 He probably returned via Rome, meeting with 
Pope Liberius (352-366) on the way and narrowly missing Martin’s arrival in the city.37 
Fortunatus and Sulpicius Severus report that Hilary convened several councils in Gaul to 
condemn the events of 359, but only one of these, the Council of Paris (360), is known by 
name.38 Hilary’s insistence on the Nicaeans’ joining forces with the homoeousians led to a 
dispute with Lucifer of Cagliari, and Hilary was excommunicated by Lucifer’s supporters. After 
Eusebius of Vercelli returned to Italy in 362, he and Hilary continued to agitate for a 
homoeousian-Nicene alliance but were opposed by the homoian bishop Auxentius of Milan; their 
 
33 PCBE 4.992. 
34 See R.P. Hanson, The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy, 318-381 (Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 1988), 362-363; Winrich Alfried Löhr, Die Entstehung der homöischen und homöusianischen 
Kirchenparteien: Studien zur Synodalgeschichte des 4. Jahrhunderts (Bonn: Verlag Wehle, 1986), 154; Brennecke, 
“Hilarius von Poitiers,” 317. 
35 PCBE 4.993. 
36 Sulp.Sev. Chron. 2.45.2, CSEL 50.98; Patricia Just, Imperator et Episcopus: Zum Verhältnis von Staatsgewalt und 
christlicher Kirche zwischen dem 1. Konzil von Nicaea (325) und dem 1. Konzil von Konstantinopel (Stuttgart: 
Franz Steiner Verlag, 2003), 117; Brennecke, “Hilarius von Poitiers,” 317. 
37 Sulp.Sev. VMartini 6-7; Ven.Fort. VHilarii 9 (34). 
38 Ven.Fort. VHilarii 8 (31); Sulp.Sev. Chron. 2.45.3, CSEL 50.98; PCBE 4.993. 
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attempts to have Auxentius deposed by Valentinian in 364 failed.39 Hilary remained an active 
writer and administer of the church until his death in 367 or 368 in Poitiers.40 
Severinus of Bordeaux 
 
Bishop Severinus of Bordeaux is an obscure saint. His vita by Fortunatus survives in a heavily 
emended Carolingian recension that was lost until Dom Quentin discovered it in a Karlsruhe 
manuscript and published the text in 1902.41 In this version he appears as the bishop of Trier who 
took up the episcopal seat of Bordeaux after an angel told him to go to the city; Gregory of 
Tours, however, says only that he came to Bordeaux “from eastern parts” (de partibus 
Orientis).42 Quentin attempted to reconcile these two accounts by noting that Trier is to the east 
of Bordeaux, but the most reliable episcopal catalogues of Trier do not contain a Severinus.43 
Complicating matters is medieval scribes’ conflation of Severinus of Bordeaux with Severinus of 
Cologne, the fourth-century bishop whom Gregory reports heard a chorus of angels at the 
moment of St. Martin’s death.44 De Maillé has plausibly suggested that the recension in the 
Karlsruhe manuscript was the work of an eighth century cleric of Bordeaux who had ties to 
 
39 Brennecke, “Hilarius von Poitiers,” 317. 
40 PCBE 4.994-997. 
41 Henri Quentin, “La plus ancienne vie de Saint Seurin de Bordeaux,” in Mélanges Léonce Couture. Études 
d'histoire méridionale dédiées à la mémoire de Léonce Couture (1832-1902) (Toulouse: 1902), 23-63. See also E. 
Griffe, La Gaule Chrétienne a L’Époque Romaine 2: L’Église des Gaules au Ve Siècle (Paris: Letouzet et Ané, 
1966), 271-272. 
42 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 44.  
43 Quentin, “Saint Seurin de Bordeaux,” 41; Marquise de Maillé, Recherches sur les origines chrétiennes de 
Bordeaux (Paris, 1959), 51. 
44 Greg.Tur. De virt. Mart. 1.4. On the conflation of the two Severini, see BHL 7647-8, 7649 and 7650-3; Quentin, 
“La plus ancienne vie,” clarified the distinction between them. See also Monique Janoir, “Une Vie inédite de Saint 
Seurin de Bordeaux (BHL 7653),” in Parva pro magnis munera: Etudes de littérature latine tardo-antique et 
médiévale offertes à François Dolbeau par ses élèves, ed. Monique Goullet, Instrumenta Patristica et Mediaevalia 
51 (Turnout: Brepols, 2009), 493.  
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Trier, which had recently incorporated Severinus of Cologne into its festal calendar. In this 
reading, a Bishop Severinus came from an unknown locale (perhaps from the east?) to occupy 
the episcopal seat of Bordeaux in the early fifth century, but he was not associated with Trier 
until the eighth century, when that city’s church incorporated Severinus of Cologne’s feast day 
into its calendar and a cleric of Bordeaux construed the Severinus celebrated in Trier as the 
Severinus who once held the episcopal seat of Bordeaux.45 
Radegund of Poitiers 
 
Radegund was queen to King Clothar and the founder of the convent of the Holy Cross in 
Poitiers. Born in the 520s to the royal family of Thuringia, she was captured by the Franks 
during the destruction of the Thuringian kingdom c. 532 and given to Clothar as a future bride. 
She was sent to a royal villa at Athies to be raised and educated, and it was during this period 
that she first exhibited her strong proclivity towards the religious life. She married Clothar c. 
536-540 but preferred a life of poverty and service over the luxury of royalty.46 She left Clothar 
between 541 and 55047 after the king ordered the murder of her brother, apparently her only 
sibling to survive the overthrow of Thuringia.48 According to Fortunatus, she was consecrated as 
 
45 de Maillé, Recherches sur les origines chrétiennes, 66.  
46 Michel Fauquier, “La chronologie radegondienne: un enseignement sur la conception de la vocation à la fin de 
l’Antiquité en Gaule,” Antiquite Tardive 25 (2017), 320-321; cf. Y. Labande-Mailfert, “Les débuts de Sainte-Croix,” 
in E.-R. Labande, ed., Histoire de l’abbaye Sainte-Croix de Poitiers (Poitiers, 1986-1987), 29; Eugen Ewig, “Die 
Namengebung bei den ältesten Frankenkönigen und im merowingischen Königshaus,” Francia 18 (1991), 56. 
47 As with most events in her life, Radegund’s flight from Clothar is difficult to date. Meyer, Der 
Gelegenheitsdichter, 96, and Santorelli, La Vita Radegundis, 11, have placed it around 550; Fauquier, “La 
chronologie radegondienne,” 322, places it between 541 and 545. Luce Pietri, La ville de Tours du IVe au VIe siècle: 
naissance d’une cité chrétienne (Rome, 1983), 229, somewhat improbably places Radegund’s arrival in Saix as late 
as 557. 
48 On this brother, who remains anonymous, see PLRE 3B.1438. 
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a deaconess by bishop Medard of Noyon, and she marked her conversion to the religious life 
with generous almsgiving and pilgrimage to holy men and relics within Francia.  
She settled for a time at her villa in Saix, where she established a hospice for the poor and 
lived a life of austerity. In 556-557,49 Clothar made a failed attempt to take her back by force, 
and the two appear to have come to an agreement entailing his support for her monastic 
ambitions.50 Between 556 and 558, Clothar, bishop Pientius of Poitiers and Duke Austrapius saw 
to the building of Radegund’s convent in Poitiers, initially dedicated to the virgin Mary.51 
Between 558 and 563, for the convent’s governance Radegund requested and received Caesarius 
of Arles’ Regula from Caesaria the Younger.52 Radegund was a prolific collector of relics, 
sending at least two envoys to the east to request particles of the saints.53 Her final petition, 
directed to Justin II and Sophia with the sponsorship of King Sigibert, won for the convent a 
piece of the holy cross, for which it would be named thereafter. The arrival of this relic in Gaul 
roused the contempt of bishop Maroveus of Poitiers, who resented the convent’s independence 
from his exclusive jurisdiction.  
 
49 Fauquier, “La chronologie radegondienne,” 325; cf. Pietri Pietri, La ville de Tours, 230 n.237. 
50 Baud. VRadegundis 5. 
51 The construction of the monastery has also been given widely-varying dates. Pietri, La ville de Tours, 410, places 
it in 561; Labande-Mailfert, “Les débuts de Sainte-Croix,” 35-36, between 552 and 557; Riché, “Sainte Radegonde 
et le monachisme,” 26, in 569; and Duchesne, Fastes 2.83, in 544. See Fauquier, “La chronologie radegondienne,” 
325. 
52 The institution of the Regula is often dated to the late 560s or early 570s, apparently on the assumption that it 
occasioned Agnes’ installation as abbess, which itself occasioned Fortunatus’ Carm. 8.3, which cannot have been 
written before Fortunatus’ arrival in Gaul c. 566. See Labande-Mailfert, “Les débuts de Sainte-Croix,” 37 and 42; 
Roberts, trans., Venantius Fortunatus: Poems, 874; Fauquier, “La chronologie radegondienne,” 327. That there was 
such a long delay between the convent’s foundation and its reception of a rule, however, seems unlikely. Fauquier 
has pointed out that there is no reason to believe that Agnes was the first abbess. This position was probably held by 
Richild, to whom, along with Radegund, Caesaria addressed the letter she sent with a copy of the Regula. See 
Fauquier, “La chronologie radegondienne,” 327 n.125. For this letter see MGH Epist. 3.1.450-453. 
53 Moreira, “Provisatrix optima,” 285-305. 
 231 
 
As an ascetic, Radegund was known for her self-inflicted bodily tortures, her assiduous 
fasts, her constant prayer and humility in doing servile work. As a thaumaturge, she was known 
for her healing miracles and visions. Despite her monastic lifestyle, she continued to play a role 
in secular politics by urging kings to resolve conflicts peacefully. She died on August 13, 587. 
Germanus of Paris 
 
Germanus was bishop of Paris from 552/6 to 576. He was born around 496 to Eleutherius and 
Eusebia, otherwise unknown members of the municipal aristocracy of Autun.54 In childhood he 
was educated in the school of Avallon and then entrusted to Scupilio, a relative and possibly a 
priest in Lausia (location unknown) reputed for his holiness, who trained Germanus in Christian 
morals and asceticism. After fifteen years of apprenticeship with Scupilio, Germanus was 
ordained a deacon and then, three years later, a priest, by Agrippinus, bishop of Autun. After an 
unknown period of time, but certainly after 538, Germanus was made abbot of the monastery of 
St. Symphorian by Nectarius, successor of Agrippinus. As abbot, Germanus imposed a rigorous 
asceticism upon the monks and spent much of the monastery’s funds on care for the poor. 55 
Germanus was made bishop of Paris with the assent of King Childebert in 552 or, at the latest, 
early 556. Fortunatus does not give the name of Germanus’ predecessor, saying only that he 
succeeded him upon the latter’s death (episcopo decidente).56 This could have been Saffaracus 
(although he was deposed) or a certain Libanus known only from the episcopal catalogue of 
 
54 Ven. Fort. VGermani 1.  
55 Ven.Fort. VGermani 2-3.  
56 Ven.Fort. VGermani 12.  
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Paris.57 Germanus participated in the ordination of Bishop Syagrius of Autun, and during this 
event Fortunatus reports that he healed the eye of Florentius, later bishop of Macon.58  
 As bishop of the capital of the kingdom of Paris, Germanus had frequent encounters with 
Merovingian kings. Fortunatus mentions multiple meetings and miracles between Germanus and 
Kings Childebert and Clothar.59 In 559 Germanus accompanied Clothar and the latter’s son, 
Sigibert, on a trip to Poitiers to force Radegund, Clothar’s ex-queen, to return to married life; in 
this incident Germanus served as a mediator between Radegund and Clothar, with the result that 
Clothar promised to cease his attempts to retrieve Radegund.60 In 562 or 563 Germanus hosted a 
council in Paris which promulgated canons intended to curb kings’ plundering of churches and 
intervention in episcopal elections; he was the fifth signatory out of fifteen attending bishops. 
Germanus first met Fortunatus probably in the winter of 566-567, and it was likely on this 
occasion that he commissioned the poet to write Carm. 2.9 and 2.10, a work praising the holiness 
of the Parisian clergy and a description of the church that Childebert built in Paris, respectively.61 
Germanus was also the third signatory bishop of the Council of Paris (567) and one of the thirty-
three bishops who deposed Promotus after the latter’s illegitimate consecration as bishop of 
Châteaudun.62 
 
57 The episcopal catalogue of Paris is confused in this period. See PCBE 4.886 n.20; cf. Duchesne, Fastes 2.470. 
58 Ven.Fort. VGermani 63.  
59 Ven.Fort. VGermani 12, 13, 22 and 23. 
60 Baud. VRadegundis 7.  
61 PCBE 4.887. 
62 Conc.Par. a. 567, can. 9; CCL 148a.209; Ep.syn.Paris. ad Sigisbertum regem, line 43; CCL 148a.216. 
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 Germanus had extensive dealings with Radegund’s Convent of the Holy Cross. He was 
one of seven bishops to whom the queen appealed in 567 seeking support for the convent, and he 
was the third signatory of the bishops’ letter granting her request.63 Germanus, probably 
fulfilling the rightful role of Bishop Maroveus of Poitiers, also consecrated Agnes as the 
convent’s abbess in 568 or 569. Germanus and Fortunatus appear to have had a close friendship. 
In addition to Germanus’ vita, Fortunatus wrote the Vita Marcelli for Germanus during a sojourn 
in Paris in 575 or 576; this is probably the trip that Fortunatus refers to in Carm. 8.2, in which he 
hesitates to leave his “mother,” Radegund, in Poitiers but determines to do so out of love for his 
“father,” Germanus. 
Germanus’ vita attests to his zeal in administering the churches of his diocese and in 
playing an active role in Gallic ecclesiastical politics: many of the miracles it records occur not 
in Paris but in villages and towns throughout central Gaul. Germanus died on May 28, 576 about 
age 79. A cult of Germanus began to grow immediately after his death, and Chilperic built a 
special basilica to house his remains. He was succeeded by Ragnemod, his priest and another 
close friend of Fortunatus. His feast day was recorded in the Martyrologium Hieronymianum as 






63 Greg.Tur. Hist. 9.42.  
64 Jacques Dubois, “Saint Germain, évèque de Paris (552-576): Pasteur itinérant pour la gloire des saints, sa malle de 





MANUSCRIPTS OF THE PROSE LIVES 
The following are brief digests of the manuscript evidence for the Fortunatan prose lives. The 
manuscripts discussed here are primarily those that contain multiple lives and/or have a known 
provenance, and which date to before the thirteenth century. 
Codex Vindobonensis 420 
The Codex Vindobonensis, at the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, is an interesting example 
of an early and nearly complete collection of the Fortunatan prose lives. It was written by three 
hands in early Carolingian minuscule in the late eighth or early ninth century. Once believed to 
have been among the MSS commissioned by Bishop Arno of Salzburg (785-821), it was 
probably written at the monastery of St. Amand in Saint-Amand-les-Eaux, France, and 
transferred to Salzburg during Arno’s episcopacy. Along with the gesta of several early saints 
and martyrs, it contains the Vita Hilarii (sans preface and Liber de virtutibus), the Vita Albini 
(sans prologue), a brevior version of the Vita Germani (BHL 3469), the Vita Severini and the 
Vita Paterni; it also contains the spurious Vita Medardi and Vita Remedii (BHL 7150).1 Krusch 
was not aware of this codex when establishing the texts for the MGH. 
Vita Albini 
 
The Vita Albini (BHL 234) survives in three tenth-century MSS and one twelfth century MS (on 
this, see Vita Radegundis, below). The former three are the Codex Escorialensis &.III.26, the 
Codex Vaticanus Reg. Christinae 465 and Par.Lat. 17626. The Codex Escorialensis is the only 
 
1 Godefridus Vielhaber, “De codice hagiographico, C.R. bibliothecae Palatinae Vindobonensis Lat. 420 (olim 
Salisburg. 39),” Analecta Bollandiana 26 (1907), 33-65. 
 235 
 
MS prior to the twelfth century that retains the entire text intact.2 The subjects of its seven vitae 
and passiones suggest that it was first compiled in Angers and added onto after its move to 
Spain: in addition to John the Deacon’s Vita Nicholai (BHL 6104-6108) and the Passio Sergii et 
Bachii (BHL 7601-2), whose cults have their origins in the east, the codex groups together an 
anonymous Vita Magnobodi, Magnobod’s Vita Maurilii and Fortunatus’ Vita Albini; on the 
Spanish side, grouped after the Angers material are an anonymous passio of St. Vincent and 
Prudentius’ poem on the martyrdom of St. Vincent.3 Codex Vaticanus 465 contains all of the 
Vita Albini except the prologue in dedication to Domitianus.4 It also appears to have originated in 
Angers: In addition to the Vita Samsonis (BHL 7485), it contains the Lives of Maurilius (BHL 
5731), Licinius of Angers (BHL 4719) and a miracle of Albinus from Gregory of Tours’ Gloria 




The Vita Germani survives in a large number of manuscripts, at least seven of which date to the 
twelfth century or earlier. Among the earliest are the ninth-century Theol.Lat.Oct. 96 and 
Reg.Lat. 581, held in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin and the Vatican Library, respectively. The 
former, containing the vita and translatio (BHL 3472-3473) of Germanus, as well as the Vita 
Genovefa and a fragment of the Vita Marcelli, betrays a Parisian origin, probably in the 
 
2 G. Antolín, Catálogo de los códices latinos de la real biblioteca de El Escorial, 5 vols. (Madrid, 1910-1923), 394.  
3 Prud. Peristephanon 5, LCL 398.168-203. 
4 Antolín, Catálogo de los códices, 322. 
5 Greg.Tur. Glor.conf. 94.  
6 DPSH 2.1-5. 
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Benedictine Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Reg.Lat. 581 contains the translatio and the 
Miracula sancti Germani of Aimoin of Saint-Germain-des-Prés.7 Two eleventh-century MSS 
attest to the prominence of Germanus’ cult in Paris in the High Middle Ages. The first, 
Par.Lat.Germ. 1049, contains only the vita, Aimoin’s miracula and the translatio. The second, 
Par.Lat. 12610, is an impressive dossier of Germanus material. In addition to the vita, the 
miracula and the translatio, it contains an office8 and a sermon on Germanus, as well as a 
miracle story added in the thirteenth century.9 Finally, the translatio is preceded by a full-page 
painting of a medallion with Germanus flanked by two officiants and surrounded by a Greek 
frieze. The vita was first edited by Surius in 1572. 
Vita Hilarii 
 
The Vita Hilarii survives in twenty-seven manuscripts,10 often accompanied by the Liber de 
virtutibus Hilarii, a spurious Epistola ad Abram based on Fortunatus’ Vita,11 and, less 
commonly, one of two hymns dubiously attributed to Hilary.12 The earliest is Cod.Sang. 567, 
which contains all of these elements in a ninth-century codicological unit along with the Vita 
atque virtutes sancti Gregorii papae (BHL 3637) by the Anonymous of Whitby in a Caroline 
minuscule script. The majority of MSS date to the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Among the 
more interesting of these is Par.Lat. 5351, which contains a virtual dossier of Hilarian cultic 
 
7 PL 126.1027-50. 
8 Edited in R. Johnsson, “Un double office rythmé en l’honneur de saint Germain de Paris,” Revue Bénédictine 79 
(1969), 343-367. 
9 Edited in AASS May 6.806. 
10 Monique Goullet, “Gesta Hilarii Pictavensis, BHL 3888, 3886b,” in Monique Goullet, ed., Le Légendier de Turin, 
MS. D.V. 3 de la Bibliothèque Nationale Universitaire (Florence: Sismel Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2014), 813. 
11 CSEL 65.237-244. 
12 CSEL 65.245-251. 
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material: not only the Vita, Liber, Epistola and a Hymnus but also Jerome’s chapter on Hilary in 
his De viris illustribus13 and an anonymous Sermo de sancti Hilarii translatione.14 This codex 
also contains Fortunatus’ Vita Radegundis. Whereas most MSS contain no death narrative, 
mentioning only that Hilary “migravit ad Christum” during the reigns of Valens and 
Valentinianus, a few contain a probable interpolation describing how the light of heaven shined 
upon Hilary at the moment of his death.15 Some MSS also contain the pseudo-Fortunatan Passio 
Dionysii, Rustici et Eleutherii (BHL 2171) and Vita Remigii Remensis (BHL 7150). The entire 




The Vita Marcelli survives in only a few MSS, the earliest of which is Cod.Farf. 29 in the 
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale Vittorio Emanuele II in Rome. The production of this MS can be 
placed between 830 and 898 at the Abbey of Farfa. It also contains the Vita Germani and the 
Translatio sancti Germani (BHL 3472-3473) as well as a dossier of Sulpicius Severus’ writings 
on Martin; this prevalence of Gallic material reflects the strong Carolingian influence in the 
abbey. The tenth-century Par.Lat. 5275 and the thirteenth-century Par.Lat. 11552 also contain the 
Vita Marcelli as well as the Vita Radegundis and the Vita Germani, respectively. Besides these, a 
 
13 Jer. De vir.illust. 100, PL 23.738-740. 
14 BHL 3891; edited in AASS Jan. 1.799-800. 
15 Joseph Reinkens, Hilarius von Poitiers (Schaffhausen: Hinter, 1864), 21, took the death scene as genuine, but 
Krusch omitted it in his MGH edition. 
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heavily-emended brevior version of the life (BHL 5249) survives in two manuscripts.16 It was 
first edited by Surius in 1575.17 
Vita Severini 
 
Besides the Codex Vindobonensis, the Vita Severini survives in two pre-thirteenth-century 
manuscripts. One of these is the early ninth-century Codex Augienses 136, held at the Badische 
Landesbibliothek in Karlsruhe, Germany. It was written by the disciples of Reginbert (d. 846), 
librarian of the abbey of Reichenau. In this MS, the Vita Severini is preceded by the preface to 
Gregory of Tours’ life of Venantius of Bourges in the Vita patrum.18 This MS also contains the 
spurious Vita Medardi and the genuine Fortunatan poem on St. Medard.19 The other MS is the 
twelfth-century Par.Lat. 5308, which contains over 120 vitae and passiones, including the 
spurious Vita Remigii and Passio sanctorum Dionysii, Rustici et Eleutherii. Interestingly, 
Gregory’s aforementioned life of Venantius appears immediately after the Vita Severini. 
Vita Radegundis 
 
The Vita Radegundis survives in at least fourteen pre-thirteenth century manuscripts, only three 
of which also contain Baudonivia’s life of Radegund. The most interesting is the ninth- or tenth-
century Cod.Sang. 561, a collection of saints’ lives perhaps written at the Stiftsbibliothek St. 
Gallen where it now resides. The codicological unit containing the Vita Radegundis is organized 
around a discernable plan. The first gesta are those of all the apostles, followed by excerpts of 
Cassiodorus’ Historia ecclesiastica, Pseudo-Amphilochius’ Vita Basilii and the Exaltatio 
sanctae crucis. The following seven works consist of the Vita Genovefae, the Passio Eustachii 
 
16 AASS Apr. 2.262. 
17 DPSH 6.14-18. 
18 Greg.Tur. Vpatrum 16, preface. 
19 Ven.Fort. Carm. 2.16. 
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and passiones of five virgin martyrs, and the Vita Radegundis closes the unit. The following unit, 
which dates to the 12th century, begins with Pseudo-Ambrose’s Sermo de laude Mariae virginis 
and Bede’s Sermo de beata Maria virgine. Fortunatus’ life also survives in the aforementioned 
Par.Lat. 5351, along with Baudonivia’s second book, and in the twelfth-century Par.Lat. 16734, 
which also contains the vita and miracula of Albinus. The Vita Radegundis was first edited by 






























1 Greeting to Pascentius. Fortunatus praises the bishop’s zeal for pastoral care and 
his devotion to Hilary. Recounts Pascentius’ commissioning of the Vita Hilarii for 
the edification of the people.  
2 In a typical modesty topos, Fortunatus hesitates to recount the deeds of Hilary, 
recounting that even Jerome had judged himself unequal to the task. He agrees to 
compose the Vita Hilarii out of obedience to Pascentius.  
 Life 
 
3 Hilary is born to a noble family in Poitiers and shows outstanding wisdom from a 
young age. Even as a layman with a wife and daughter, he showed outstanding 
piety by avoiding the company of Jews and heretics. He was a teacher and 
example to other laypeople.    
4 Hilary is elected bishop unanimously by the people. Renown of his merits spreads 
throughout the world.  
5 Hilary opposes Constantius over the latter’s support for Arianism. Ursatius and 
Valens persuade Constantius to exile Dionysius of Milan, Eusebius of Vercellae 
and Hilary of Poitiers. Hilary goes into exile in Phrygia.  
6 After arriving in Phrygia, Hilary discovers that a high born and wealthy young 
man is seeking his daughter Abra’s hand in marriage. He composes a letter telling 
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her that he had chosen a far superior spouse for her. Fortunatus paraphrases the 
letter, which describes the spouse’s appearance, virtues, wealth and other qualities 
and asks Abra to wait until her father returns from exile before marrying. Abra 
agrees.  
7 The emperor summons all eastern bishops to convene at Seleucia to decide the 
Homoian question. Hilary leaves Phrygia to attend. On his way, he visits a village 
church, wherein a pagan girl named Florentia begs that he make the sign of the 
cross upon her. Her father, Florentius, and her entire family are converted and 
baptized, and Florentia follows Hilary to Poitiers.  
8 Hilary reaches Seleucia and convinces the synod to condemn Arianism. The synod 
sends an embassy bearing its decision to the emperor. Hilary, aware of the 
duplicitous dealings of the Homoians at Rimini, accompanies the embassy and 
asks the emperor to allow him to publicly debate the Homoians in his presence. 
Valens and Ursatius convince the emperor to send Hilary back to Gaul. Hilary 
returns to Gaul and holds many synods there condemning Arianism.   
9 As Hilary is returning to Gaul, Martin goes to Rome to meet him but finds that he 
had moved on. Martin proceeds to follow him to Gaul.    
10 Hilary reaches the island of Gallinaria and learns that countless snakes had taken 
over the island. Bearing an image of the cross, Hilary drives the snakes away. 
11 Hilary reaches Poitiers and is greeted with joy by the people.  
12 Hilary advises Martin to remain at the village of Ligugé. An infant dies without 
baptism, and his mother, citing the example of Martin, implores Hilary to revive 
him. Hilary lies prostrate on the ground and prays, and the boy is restored to life.  
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13 Hilary reunites with Abra and asks her if she will accept the spouse he had 
promised her. Abra agrees and begs to be united with him. Hilary prays for and 
receives her bodily death, and he buries her. Abra’s mother sees this and asks to be 
united with Christ as well. Hilary prays for and receives her death.  
14 Fortunatus extols Hilary’s writings and eloquence, mentioning his books on the 
trinity, his translation of the Psalms, his wisdom in theological matters and his vast 
knowledge. 
15 Fortunatus exhorts the reader to reflect upon Hilary’s exile, his virtues, his 
writings and his miracles.  
16 Fortunatus asks Hilary’s forgiveness for passing over many of his deeds. He closes 
with a brief mention of Hilary’s death.   
 







1 Fortunatus dedicates the work to Bishop Pascentius and to the church. He perorates 
on the vanity of secular writers, who wax eloquent about the successes and 
adversities of kings, even though they had lived an empty life. Fortunatus asks 
rhetorically why he should remain silent about the much more worthy and life-
giving deeds of the saints.     
2 Fortunatus resolves to write the LVH out of love for the saint. He notes that time has 
despoiled the memory of many of his long-past deeds, but he commits to recounting 
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miracles that had occurred in his (Fortunatus’) lifetime. He encourages the reader to 
rejoice at past miracles and trust that future miracles will occur. 
 Liber 
3 A boy, Probianus, is on the verge of death. Preparing his funeral rites, his parents, 
Franco and Periculosa, bring him to Hilary’s tomb. Probianus is healed, and later in 
life he becomes a bishop and pays a yearly tribute to the tomb. 
4 Two lepers, Castorius and Crispio, come from Cahors to seek healing at the tomb. 
They are healed after they wash their hands and besmear their bodies with dust from 
the tomb. They become a deacon and a subdeacon, respectively, and they remain at 
the tomb until their death in devotion to Hilary. 
5 A girl with a congenitally paralyzed hand holds vigils at the tomb and is healed.  
6 A blind man on his way to seek healing at the church of St. Martin enters the church 
of Hilary. He is healed at dawn after a vigil service.  
7 King Clovis is preparing to meet Alaric in battle when a light admonishes him to 
pray at the tomb of Hilary. Clovis does so and wins victory.  
8 Fortunatus interprets the previous miracle: Hilary had not ceased battling heretics 
even from beyond the grave.  
9 A woman in the village of Tonat carries water on a Sunday, and her hand becomes 
withered. A revelation admonishes her to go to Hilary’s church for healing. She 
does so and is healed while singing in the church.     
10 A paralyzed woman is placed in Hilary’s basilica on his feast day and is healed. Her 
first words are a request for milk.  
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11 Two tradesmen offer a molded candle at Hilary’s tomb, but one does so only 
hesitantly. The candle miraculously divides in half, exposing the tradesman’s 
unfaithfulness. Ashamed, he thereafter makes greater offerings to the saint.  
12 One night a burning candle falls onto a shroud covering Hilary’s tomb. The next 
morning it is found with the wick consumed but the wax and the shroud untouched.  
13 Wishing not to tire the mind of the reader, Fortunatus closes the Liber. He asks 






1 Eusebia, a noblewoman of Autun, becomes pregnant with Germanus soon after 
giving birth to another child and attempts to abort the fetus, first with a potion and 
then by laying on her stomach. The fetal Germanus fights back and is born 
unharmed. 
2 When Germanus is a boy attending school with his cousin Stratidius, the latter’s 
mother attempts to murder the saint in order to receive his inheritance by putting 
poison in his cup of wine. Her servant girl mistakenly gives the cup to Stratidius, 
who becomes severely ill but does not die. 
3 Germanus goes to Luzy to be trained in asceticism by his relative Scupilio. Within 
15 years he is made a deacon by Agrippinus, and within another three years he is 
made a priest. Later he is made abbot of the monastery of St. Symphorian by bishop 
Nectarius. He imposes such great alms and abstinence on the monks that he depletes 
their food supply. The monks revolt, and Germanus retreats to a cell and prays. As 
he is praying, a matron named Anna sends the monastery two loads of bread. 
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4 One night, as the monk Amandus is entering the monastery’s hayloft, a coal falls out 
of his lamp and starts a fire. As the monks attempt to extinguish the fire to no avail, 
Germanus climbs on top of the building with a kettle of water and pours out a small 
amount in the shape of a cross. The fire is miraculously extinguished.   
5 A Frank named Chariulf seizes a portion of the property of a basilica. Germanus 
tells him to give it back, but he refuses. Germanus turns himself to prayer, and 
suddenly a wild bear kills three of Chariulf’s horses. He still refuses to return the 
property, and on the next night the bear kills six beasts of burden. Chariulf refuses 
again, and on the third night nine of his animals are killed. Chariulf finally returns 
the property. 
6 Bishop Agricola of Chalon sur Saône sends a letter to Germanus asking him to 
intercede for his chamber servant who is dying of a fever. Germanus goes to the 
tomb of St. Symphorian, lays on his back and prays. The servant recovers that very 
hour. 
7 The matron Anna (probably identical with the Anna in Chapter 3) comes home and 
tells her husband Aebro that she saw Germanus horned like Moses and shining with 
a bright light. Aebro is frightened by this and later does not disrespect the saint by 
sitting while in his presence. 
8 Germanus enters into a property dispute with King Theodebert of Chalon over a 
church in Autun. As he is entering the king’s palace, he predicts that the king will 
have conceded before the saint even makes his demand. This prophecy is fulfilled a 
short time later when Theodebert falls off his horse and dies on his way to Reims. 
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9 While holding vigils at the tomb of St. Symphorian, accompanied by the monk 
Silvester, a throng of demonic voices erupts from the altar. Germanus orders 
Silvester to sing psalms while he ascends to the altar. The demons afflict Sylvester 
and throw him to the floor before departing. 
10 Aesarius, a slave of one Sabaricus, goes to Germanus asking him to liberate him and 
his family from their master. Sabaricus demands the exorbitant price of eighty 
solidi, but Germanus pays him nonetheless. Later, Sabaricus is suddenly struck 
down by a demon and brought in chains to Germanus, who exorcises him. Sabaricus 
gives back the price for Aesarius plus twenty gold pieces, and with this money he 
has a cross made and hung on the tomb of St. Symphorian. Aesarius’ sons and 
daughters later enter monasteries and become abbots and abbesses. 
11 Destasia, wife of Vulfarus, a vir inlustris of the territory of Alise, is laying mute and 
dying. Germanus places the eucharist in her mouth and she is revived. Those around 
her praise Germanus, and she gives him an annual tribute in gratitude. 
12 In a dream, Germanus sees an old man carrying the keys to the city gate of Paris. 
Germanus asks him what he is doing, and he says he is making them safe. Soon after 
this the bishop of Paris dies, and King Childebert elects Germanus as his successor. 
Germanus proceeds to carry himself as a monk even after becoming bishop, fasting, 
holding vigils and bearing extreme cold. He gives generous alms from the church’s 
possessions. 
13 Childebert sends Germanus six thousand solidi to be spent on the poor. Germanus 
spends three thousand and returns to the palace, saying there were not enough poor 
people to spend the whole amount. The king insists that he give away the rest and 
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adds golden dishes and silver vessels to the amount. Each tries to outshine the other 
in generosity to the poor. 
14  A slave named Gildomer works on a Sunday, and his fingers become paralyzed. He 
finds Germanus in an oratory, and the saint heals his hands by anointing them with 
oil. Afterwards Germanus makes him a cleric. 
15 A woman of Paris named Favonia suffers with a locked-open jaw for nine days. 
Germanus heals her by anointing her with holy oil in an oratory. 
16 A girl from the house of the family of Medard of Melun spins thread on a Sunday, 
and her hand becomes paralyzed. Germanus heals it by anointing it with oil. 
17 A demon-possessed man named Bobolinus is led to Germanus in chains, and 
Germanus exorcises him through prayer. 
18 A man from the family of Nantharicus is led to Germanus with a disjointed jaw. 
After healing him by making the sign of the cross on him, Germanus forbids him to 
drink wine or eat meat. The man soon disobeys and must be healed by Germanus 
again. 
19 A blacksmith named Ligerius becomes violent after being possessed by a demon 
and is led to Germanus in chains. Germanus orders that he be detained at his 
residence, and after seven days the demon departs. 
20 Waddo, a vir inlustris of the king’s court, suffers from fever and chills and is 
presented to Germanus for healing.1 When struck by fever again at the usual hour, 
he requests water but is denied. Waddo grows angry and throws insults at 
Germanus, who then gives him warm water to drink. Waddo is soon healed.  
 
1 On Waddo, see PLRE 3B.1397.  
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21 Ulfus, a minister of queen Chrodosinth, is wasting away with a grave illness, and he 
goes to Germanus seeking healing. Germanus leads him to the baptistery and prays 
for him, but his condition grows worse. He demands water but is denied. Angry, 
Ulfus throws his belt at Germanus’ feet and threatens him with retribution from his 
relatives if he dies. He rolls around on the baptistery floor, falls asleep and wakes up 
healed. Asked by Germanus why he had threatened him, Ulfus claims he does not 
remember his words. 
22 King Childebert lends Germanus a horse, forbidding that he give it away, but the 
saint proceeds to give it to a captive to sell to a merchant for fifteen solidi to buy his 
freedom. The merchant, however, pays only twelve solidi and takes the horse. The 
horse dies that night. 
23 Germanus goes to the palace to meet King Clothar but is left waiting outside when 
his arrival is not announced; he then returns home. On the following night the king 
suffers from a severe fever and is led into an oratory for vigils. At dawn Germanus 
and other noblemen visit him there. Clothar licks Germanus’ cloak, confesses his 
fault and is healed. 
24 A man mangled by a rabid wolf is taken to Germanus, who heals him by smearing 
oil on his arm. 
25 A handmaid of a certain Waldulf in Maule, afflicted by blindness for one year and 
nine months, is told in a dream to touch the fringe of Germanus’ garment for 
healing. Germanus arrives on a certain day but is unable to open her eyes, so he 
smears her eyelids with oil, prays, and blesses some bread and salt. He then tells her 
to ensconce herself near his lodging overnight while he prays in the oratory. In the 
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middle of the night the woman cries out that a strange man is crying over her, and 
after lighting a lamp she sees that blood is flowing from her eyes. She goes to 
Germanus, who then washes the eyelids and manages to open one eye. The woman 
goes back home in the morning, and the next night her eyes bleed again. She goes 
immediately to the saint in the oratory, and the other eye opens when she arrives. 
26 A girl named Magnofled is prevented by a demon from setting foot in a church, and 
she is presented to Germanus in Sèvres. When Germanus places his hand on her 
head, the demon confesses that it is unable to hide in the holy man’s presence. 
Germanus proceeds to make the sign of the cross over the girl, and the demon 
departs through her nostrils in the form of a fly. Magnofled then takes monastic 
vows.  
27 As Germanus is heading to the feast of St. Martin at Tours, a barbarian woman asks 
him to heal her paralyzed hand. He takes her into a cottage and heals the hand by 
rubbing it with his spittle. He then enters the basilica. 
28 As Germanus is leaving the aforementioned basilica, he heals another woman’s 
injured hand with spittle and oil.  
29 When Germanus is in the Morvan on his way to the monastery of St. Symphorian at 
Autun, some possessed people cry out begging him to cast their demons into the 
forest. Germanus raises his right hand, and the demons flee the people’s bodies.    
30 On his return from Autun, Germanus passes by Avallon, where he finds a multitude 
of prisoners being held in a subterranean jail. He asks the guard, Nicasius, to release 
them. Nicasius agrees but puts it off. Germanus stands atop the prison and prays for 
a long time. He then spoke encouraging words to the prisoners and departed. Soon 
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afterwards the prisoners’ chains are shattered, the prison doors are laid open and the 
prisoners escape. 
31 The aforementioned Nicasius, sick and in distress, falls prostrate before Germanus, 
who heals him in body and mind. Nicasius gives Germanus his sword-belt and later 
buys it back from him as a sign of his debt and gratitude. 
32 As Germanus is passing through the Morvan on his way to Autun, the local 
inhabitants ask him to go to a widow named Panitia, whose field is being laid waste 
by two bears. Arriving there, he makes a sign over the field as bystanders mock him. 
The bears immediately attack one another; one is killed, and the other is impaled on 
a fence as it runs away. Panitia offers Germanus the bears’ pelts in gratitude, but he 
refuses, and those who mocked him are sorry. 
33 A woman named Beretrudis, the wife of Musinthus, is unable to go with the people 
to the litanies due to blindness. Hearing the chorus of psalms from a distance, she 
asks Germanus for healing. Three nights later she sees a man standing near her bed 
making a sign over her eyes. Beretrudis awakens and tells Musinthus what 
happened. Then, blood drips from her eyes, her sight is returned, and she later goes 
to mass with the people. 
34 The young daughter of Pientus, a vir inlustris of Tours, is dying, and her mother 
sends a messenger to ask Germanus for help. Germanus arrives and prays for the 
girl, and within an hour she is healed. She asks for something to drink and is given a 




35 A certain cleric of the monastery of St. Silvester in Tonnerre repairs his shoes on a 
Sunday and is struck with lameness in his hands and feet. Admonished in a dream, 
he goes to Germanus and confesses his sin. Germanus then tells him to warn the 
people against working on Sundays. Five days later the cleric returns, and Germanus 
heals him with oil. 
36 In Rozoy-en-Brie, a village belonging to the church of Paris, seven possessed men 
are presented to Germanus and exorcised. One demon refuses to leave his host and 
proceeds to spread a rumor of Germanus’ death among the people of Paris. The man 
is later exorcised. 
37 In the aforementioned place, a paralyzed man is brought on a wooden carriage to 
Germanus, who pours holy oil over him. After Germanus departs, the man recovers 
and goes to him to offer thanks.  
38 A paralyzed boy named Emmegiselus is brought to Germanus in his cell in Paris. 
Germanus heals him by smearing him with holy oil continuously for three days. 
39 Germanus heals a man’s paralyzed hand with his saliva. 
40 As Germanus is visiting Vigneux on his way from Nogent, an old woman who had 
been blind for eight years approaches him.2 Germanus makes the sign of the cross 
over her eyes and commands her to follow him on his journey. She does so and 
comes to him on a later day with blood trickling down from her eyes. Germanus 
takes her into a bedchamber in an inn, washes her eyes with water and cures her 
blindness. Fortunatus notes that he was a witness to the miracle in the bedchamber. 
 
2 Vigneux and Nogent are tentative identifications of Vicum Novum and Novigentum, respectively. See J. Moreau, 
Dictionnaire de géographie historique de la Gaule et de la France (Paris, 1972), 370 and 348; and Gomez, 
“Recherches sur les Vies épiscopales,” 232. 
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41 As Germanus is approaching a possession of the church called Inaethe, a certain 
man detains him, saying everyone in his village is suffering from a wasting illness. 
Germanus sends him away with consecrated bread, and everyone who eats it is 
healed. 
42 As Germanus is going to the church of the blessed cross in Paris,3 a woman brings 
him her infant son, dressed in white baptismal clothes and on the verge of death, and 
she begs him for healing. Germanus makes the sign of the cross over the boy and 
revives him. The boy asks for milk to drink, and the people standing around rejoice. 
43 As Germanus is approaching Brie-Comte-Robert, a paralyzed woman is presented to 
him in an oratory. He smears her with holy oil and heals her. The woman later 
makes a tunic for the saint in gratitude. 
44 The mayor of the palace Audegiselus goes to Germanus asking for healing of a 
quartan fever. Germanus instructs him to sit with a deacon while he contemplates 
how to heal him. Having prayed, Germanus bundles him up in his own coverlet, and 
he is soon healed. Fortunatus attributes this healing to the miraculous qualities of the 
coverlet itself. 
45 As Germanus is traveling to Poitiers, a mute, limping and infirm woman from 
Secorby named Baudofeifa is brought to him, aided by two men. Germanus makes 
the sign of the cross over her, and she quickly begins to recover. Three days later 
she finds the saint in Poitiers and gives thanks. 
46 As Germanus is passing by Vendômois, he stops and spends a night in Rauseé. The 
straw that he slept on later gains a reputation for healing. 
 
3 On this church, see Van Dam, Saints and their Miracles, 41. 
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47 As Germanus is arriving in Nantes, a woman named Tecla meets him and asks him 
to come to her husband, Damianus, who is ill with gout. Because the way to him is 
difficult, Germanus sends a deacon with a chrism. On another day Germanus 
manages to visit Damianus and heals him by anointing his entire body with holy oil. 
Seeing this healing, Tecla and Damianus present their blind, deaf and mute 
daughter, Maria, to the saint. Germanus prays and then heals her by anointing her 
with holy oil. The merchants of Nantes, seeing these miracles, give generous alms to 
Germanus for the relief of the poor. 
48 Fortunatus recounts the testimony of the vir inlustris Leudegiselus, who says that 
people in his household are regularly cured of chills and fevers by bathing in water 
in which letters written by Germanus have been dipped. (Put Latin in footnote) 
49 A certain Cusinus treats an injury to his horse on a Sunday. When he removes his 
hand from the wound, it becomes swollen and begins to rot. He finds Germanus as 
he is traveling through Belsa and asks him to come to his house. Germanus washes 
his arm with water, anoints it with holy oil and binds it with a leaf. Cusinus is 
healed, and he gives thanks to Germanus. 
50 A servant of the church named Libanius encloses a fence on a Sunday, and his hands 
become paralyzed. He rushes to Germanus, who pours holy oil over him, prays and 
heals him. 
51 Andulfus, a cleric of the church of Paris, shakes nuts from a tree on Easter Monday 
and is struck blind. He remains blind for a year until Germanus anoints him with oil 
and heals him. 
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52 When Germanus is presented to the king at Rozoy-en-Brie, a demon-possessed 
cleric is presented to him. Germanus exorcises him, and the demon flees from his 
head in the form of a small bird. Germanus stomps on the bird, causing it to pour out 
blood. 
53 As Germanus is on his way to Ville-Taillac, an old blind woman is presented to him 
for healing. Germanus prays and pours oil over her, and she regains her sight. 
54 Daningus, son of Ardulf, suffers from dropsy and, lacking hope in physicians, goes 
to Germanus for healing. Germanus takes off Daningus’ clothes and anoints him 
with oil, which miraculously dries up the dropsical fluid and cures him. 
55 As Germanus is going to the basilica of Sts. Gervasius and Protasius, a blind man 
asks him for healing. Germanus instructs him to lay down among the saints’ relics at 
the altar overnight. At first dawn Germanus makes the sign of the cross over his 
eyes and heals him. 
56 A woman of Exmes had sought healing from Germanus but received nothing. A 
priest seeking relics of Germanus to heal his ruler in Britain lodges in the woman’s 
villa, and her husband encourages her to go to the relics for healing. She responds 
contemptuously and is immediately struck with paralysis. Her husband carries her to 
the relics, where she repents and is healed.  
57 In Chinon, the abbot Flameris, carrying a letter from Germanus, visits one of his 
monks, who has been in bed with a fever for two years. The monk asks who had 
written the letter, and Flameris tells him it was Germanus. The monk has the letter 
brought to him and proceeds to lick the writing off. The ink miraculously heals him. 
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58 A certain man of Chênehutte works on a Sunday and his hand becomes paralyzed. 
He finds Germanus as he is passing through the area, and the saint instructs him to 
follow him to Cariac. Once there, Germanus anoints his hand with oil and heals it. 
59 Germanus visits the home of the vir inlustris Nunnichus. Nunnichus’ wife takes a 
string from Germanus’ cloak, hides it in an oratory and holds vigils there asking for 
healing. She is healed by morning. 
60 Attila, a vir inlustris and domestic of the royal court, falls in the bath and injures his 
arm, which becomes badly infected. Germanus is told that he is on the verge of 
death and visits him. He opens Attila’s mouth with the handle of a small knife, prays 
and puts some cold water in his mouth three times. He then keeps watch by the bed, 
and within an hour Attila regains consciousness and asks who is there with him. 
Those present answer that Germanus is there, and Attila asks the saint to hold out 
his hand to him. Attila gives him a small sack of money and a sword-belt in 
gratitude for his healing. 
61 In Rozoy, Germanus finds out about certain men being held in a prison and asks the 
tribune to set them free, but he does not assent. Germanus then goes to the prison 
and prostrates himself in prayer. During the night the prisoners’ chains and the 
prison doors collapse. The prisoners escape and go to Germanus to give thanks. 
62 Germanus arrives at Bourges for the ordination of Bishop Felix, where a certain 
Jew, Sigericus, had recently been converted to Christianity. His wife, Mammona, 
however, refuses to convert, despite receiving multiple visits from messengers sent 
by Germanus. Germanus then goes to her home himself and holds vigils, but she 
refuses to speak to him. At Terce, Germanus places his hand on Mammona’s 
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forehead, and a demon exits her body through her nostrils in the form of smoke and 
fire. She then asks to be made a Christian and converts many other Jews through her 
example.  
63 Germanus is in Autun for the ordination of bishop Syagrius. In attendance is a vir 
inlustris named Florentinus, who had a wart on his eye. As the people are praising 
the new bishop, a certain ignorant man strikes Florentinus in the eye, causing it to 
fall out of its socket and dangle over his cheek. Florentinus rushes to Germanus, 
who puts the eye back in the socket and instructs him to hold vigils at the tomb of 
St. Symphorian. When he is finished, the eye is healed and even the preexisting wart 
had disappeared. Later Florentinus is made bishop of Mâcon. 
64 On his way to Civray-sur-Cher, Germanus happens upon a young debt-slave named 
Amantius being led in chains by some Jews. Asked why he is chained, Amantius 
answers that he refused to be put under Jewish laws. Germanus makes the sign of 
the cross and breaks the chains.  
65 Germanus goes to pray in the basilica of Sts. Gervasius and Protasius, but the keys 
to the bolted doors cannot be found. He then makes the sign of the cross over the 
doors and unlocks them. Fortunatus reports that he was a witness to this miracle. 
66 Germanus offers a prayer at the door of a prison. The following night, a light 
appears in the prison and instructs the prisoners where to dig to find an opening. The 
prisoners dig out using cow’s rib and run to Germanus. The tribune of the city 
blames the guards for the escape and places them in the prison. Germanus visits the 
tribune, and as they are sharing a meal the guards who had been imprisoned escape 
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and come to the table in chains. Incredulous, the tribune releases the prisoners and 
repents. 
67 As Germanus is departing from Orléans, he hears the voices of prisoners in an 
underground cell. He stands atop the cell and prostrates himself in prayer. The 
following night, the prison is laid open and the prisoners flee to the basilica of St. 
Anianus. 
68 A man of Paris goes to Germanus for healing for an injured and swollen eye. 
Germanus smears the eye with his saliva and cures it. 
69 A woman of Paris goes to Germanus for healing for a painful pustule on her arm. 
Germanus smears her arm with saliva and cures it. 
70 Fortunatus extols the great number of healing miracles and exorcisms Germanus 
performed. He describes the way demons appeared to him, confessed their crimes 
and were scattered by him. 
71 Continuing the theme of the previous chapter, Fortunatus describes how Germanus 
exposed demons’ tricks and caused them to confess as though being tortured. 
72 Fortunatus describes Germanus’ other virtues: his almsgiving, redeeming of captives 
and his preaching of mercy. 
73 Fortunatus extols Germanus’ preaching and its edificatory effects on the people. 
74 Fortunatus describes Germanus’ comportment among friends, saying that he always 
engaged in divine discourse at table. 
75 Fortunatus describes Germanus’ diligence in vigils and singing psalms: he would 
often sing fifty psalms before waking the monks in the early morning, and other 
times he would enter the church at the third hour of the morning and not leave until 
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he had completed the entire psalter. Now an old man, he would spend the rest of the 
day in bed resolving quarrels and attending to the needs of the poor. 
76 Fortunatus closes by praising more of Germanus’ virtues and recounting the 
circumstances of his death. Germanus was merciful and kind, and he tended 
personally to the people’s complaints and sorrows. He predicted the day of his death 
a few days beforehand by instructing his notary to write “May 28” over his bed. He 








1 Greeting to Germanus. Fortunatus denounces the vanity of high oratory that 
rambles about unworthy topics and contrasts this with the limited talents of the 
unlearned, who would best be silent.   
2 Counting himself among the unlearned, Fortunatus says that “Gallic eloquence” 
would be better suited than “Italian Patavinity” to write the Vita Marcelli. He 
perorates on the deleterious effects of time on Marcellus’ memory but takes heart 
that some of his deeds have been preserved by “living tradition.” 
3 In a typical modesty topos, Fortunatus expresses trepidation at writing such great 
deeds of the saint but resolves to proceed out of obedience to Germanus.  
 Life 
  
4 Marcellus is born to middling parents in Paris. As a child he exhibits extraordinary 
humility, charity and fasting and is made a lector.  
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5 Marcellus continues to grow in virtue and begins to perform miracles. While in a 
certain vicus he happens upon a craftsman who challenges him to hold a hot piece 
of iron and tell its weight. Marcellus holds it without injury and gives the correct 
weight.  
6 Marcellus is made a subdeacon. On a certain Epiphany he drew up water from the 
Sequanae river for the bishop Prudentius. As the bishop is about to wash his hands 
in it, he discovers that it has transformed into wine. All of the people take 
communion from the wine, but its amount never decreases. Many people are 
healed of illness by the wine.   
7 Marcellus brings the bishop water, which transforms into balsam oil. The bishop 
reveres Marcellus for his thaumaturgy.    
8 The archdeacon orders a certain young cleric, Nonnicius, to sing. The bishop, 
wanting another boy to sing, has Nonnicius whipped. The bishop immediately 
becomes mute and remains so for three days. Marcellus chastises the bishop for 
his envy and heals him.  
9 Marcellus is made bishop. One day during communion he notices a man standing 
still with his hands paralyzed behind his back. Marcellus asks him what he had 
done, and he replies that he had sinned. Marcellus replies, “Come, rise and sin no 
more,” and the man goes to communion healed. Fortunatus interprets this miracle 
as a sign of Marcellus’ trinitarian faith. 
10 An adulteress from noble stock dies and is buried in a cemetery outside Paris. A 
dragon begins to frequent her tomb and consume her body. People see the dragon 
and are terrified. Marcellus hears of this and leaves the city to meet the dragon. In 
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the sight of the people he hits the dragon three times with his staff and shoves a 
cloth in its mouth. Marcellus proceeds to lead the dragon three(?) miles away with 
the people following and orders it to keep away from human settlements. The 








1 Greeting to Martianus; Fortunatus commends Martianus’ devotion to preserving 
Paternus’ memory and perorates on the deceased saint’s triumph over death 
through his virtuous life; in a typical modesty topos, he confesses his inability to 
properly write the deeds of Paternus but agrees to do so out of obedience to 
Martianus and love of Paternus. 
2 Fortunatus perorates on the monks’ preservation of Paternus’ memory through 
their own holy conduct, which he says will be further strengthened by the written 
record of his life.  
 Life 
 
3 Paternus is born into the nobility of Pictavus and admirably raised by his mother 
Iulita; a precociously pious child, he enters the monastery of St. Jouin-de-Marnes 
and is soon made a cellarer by his abbot; his mother begins to make a tunic for 
him, but a hawk picks up the unfinished garment and carries it to its nest, and a 
full year later it is found miraculously undamaged.  
4 As an adolescent, Paternus and his monastic companion Scubilio leave the 
monastery to become wandering ascetics. The elder Scubilio gives Paternus a part 
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of his pallium to show their equality. On their journey, a certain Amabilis informs 
them of some people celebrating pagan feasts in Scissy.  
5 Paternus and Scubilio find the people celebrating pagan rites and warn them 
against provoking God. The people ignore their warnings, and the two monks turn 
over their pots of boiling food. The people fear the monks and do not resist. 
6 One of the women at the feast denudes herself to offend the monks but is stricken 
with a sickness and languishes for a year. She finally begs the saints’ forgiveness 
and is healed.  
7 Paternus gives away his and Scubilio’s last piece of bread to an arriving traveler. 
At mealtime, Scubilio asks for some bread, and Paternus replies, “Christ, who 
always abounds, prepares food for his own.” Scubilio is upset, but soon Witherius, 
their first disciple, brings an abundance of food. 
8 After eating the food Witherius had brought, the monks are thirsty, and they pray 
to Christ for water. Paternus then touches the ground with his stick, and water 
erupts from the ground. 
9 Generosus, the abbot of Paternus and Scubilio, finds the itinerant monks living a 
life of extreme asceticism, beyond the bounds of their rule. He orders Paternus to 
moderate his fasting and to visit the monks he had converted.  
10 Paternus is made a deacon and then a priest by Bishop Leontianus. Paternus 
returns to the monastery. In Scissy he and Scubilio convert a group of Pagans and 
turn their ritual site into a livestock pen. They continue to win converts and build 
monasteries in Coutances, Bayeux, le Mans, Avranches and Rennes.  
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11 In Scissy the priest Aroastes brings his female servant, afflicted with clenched 
jaws, to Paternus for healing. He heals her by anointing her jaws with oil.  
12 Having gone from Scissy to Avranches, Paternus asks Scubilio to allow him to 
bring two doves that he himself had raised. Paternus refuses, saying, “May I keep 
these little ones in exchange for your presence.” Paternus replies, “May they 
remain with him whom they love most.” The day after Paternus arrives at the 
monastery, almost 18 miles away, the doves come to him there. 
13 Near Avranches Paternus heals the contracted hands of a female servant of a 
certain Ursus. 
14 Paternus is summoned to Paris by King Childebert. On his way, in Maule he heals 
a boy of a snake bite. Fortunatus notes that a basilica was built in that place in 
commemoration of the miracle. Many people with chills and those possessed by 
demons are healed at his arrival.  
15 Paternus suggests to Childebert that he give some relief to the poor. The king puts 
one Crescentius in charge of this task. Crescentius, however, neglects his duty and 
travels to Burgundy. He is struck blind and wanders for two days. Recognizing his 
guilt, he hastens to Paternus for forgiveness and healing, and he completes his 
original task.  
16 Now an abbot and septuagenarian, Paternus receives a vision in which the bishops 
Melanius, Leontianus and Vigor appear to him and ordain him bishop. Not long 
afterwards, the bishop of Avranches dies, and Paternus is made bishop with the 
consent of the people and the nobles. As bishop he builds new churches, restores 
old ones, promotes agriculture and aids the poor.  
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17 At the villa of count Severus in Teudeciacus (location unknown) Paternus heals a 
mute woman.  
18 After thirteen years as bishop, Paternus falls ill. Scubilio, now at the Maudanense 
monastery, falls ill at the same time. The two travel to meet each other one last 
time but are waylaid by a body of water. They both die at the same time three 
miles from one another. Bishops Lauto and Lascivius bring the bodies of Paternus 





1 Greeting to Domitianus; Fortunatus recounts his first meeting with Domitianus, on 
which occasion the latter requested a life of Albinus; Fortunatus states his 
intention that it serve to edify the people of Angers.  
2 Fortunatus perorates on the fleeting nature of memory and the necessity of putting 
the deeds of the saints to writing; he praises the efforts of an informant sent by 
Domitianus to aid in the writing of the life.   
3-4 Fortunatus continues praising the informant; in a typical use of the modesty topos, 
he apologizes for his failure to do justice to saint’s deeds and extols the literary 
abilities of Domitianus; Fortunatus resolves to write the life, saying that it is worse 
to disobey the bishop than to obey with mediocre results.  
 Life 
 
5 Fortunatus states his intention to publicize the works of Albinus and begins the 
life. Albinus’ origins and upper-class background; a precociously pious child, he 
enters the Tincillac monastery; he exhibits great humility despite his high birth. 
 264 
 
6 Through asceticism, Albinus defeats vices and excels in virtue. 
7 Still a boy, Albinus leaves the monastery on an errand for his abbot; he is caught 
in a rain storm but is miraculously untouched by the rain.   
8 Albinus is made abbot of the monastery at age thirty-five; he rules the community 
with severity and continues to grow in virtue for twenty-five years. 
9 Albinus is made bishop of Angers; he applies himself to the care of the people, 
visiting the sick, redeeming captives and giving to the poor.  
10 Albinus heals the contracted hands of a certain Grata using the sign of the cross.  
11 Albinus raises a boy, Alabaudum, from the dead; he heals three blind men: an 
anonymous man at the Asiacus monastery, a certain Maurilio in Angers and a 
certain Marcellinus.4  
12 Albinus rescues a noblewoman, Aetheria, from imprisonment in Dreuillé; in the 
process, a guard attempts to stop him and is punished with an immediate death; 
Albinus pays the woman’s ransom to the king.  
13 In the vicus Albivia (location unknown), Albinus heals a blind and possessed man.  
14 King Childebert requests a meeting with Albinus, but the latter is too ill to travel; 
the king goes to meet Albinus but decides to change course along the way; his 
horse stops and refuses to move; taking this as a sign, Childebert decides again to 
visit Albinus, and the horse begins walking again.  
15 Albinus is delayed on his way to Vannes, where the people are translating the 
body of a boy revered for his piety; impatient, the people attempt to move the 
 




body without the bishop attending; the body becomes too heavy to be moved until 
Albinus arrives and prays over it.  
16 Albinus heals a blind monk, Gennomerus, at the Tincillac monastery. In Angers, 
Albinus asks a judge to release people held in a prison; the judge procrastinates, 
and Albinus miraculously causes a stone to fall out of the prison wall, allowing the 
prisoners to escape; the prisoners give thanks to Albinus in the basilica of St. 
Maurilius.  
17 Albinus exorcises a girl with the sign of the cross. 
18 At a council of bishops, Albinus opposes his peers’ laxity on the issue of incest 
and is compelled to absolve certain persons he had excommunicated for incest; 
one excommunicated person dies before taking the eucharist; Albinus goes to 
Caesarius of Arles.  
19 Germanus of Paris and an unnamed successor of Albinus attempt to translate his 
body to a new tomb, but the narrowness of the vault holding his body impedes 
them; as the people are deliberating what to do, the vault wall miraculously 
collapses.  
20 During Albinus’ translation, three paralytics and two blind men are healed. 
Fortunatus gives the duration of his episcopacy (twenty years and six months) and 






1 Identifying him as the bishop of Trier, Fortunatus opens the life with praise for 
Severinus’ charity, moderation, vigils and other virtues.  
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2 An angel appears to Severinus in his sleep and tells him to go to Bordeaux to 
govern the church there.   
3 As Severinus is approaching to Bordeaux, Amandus, bishop of Bordeaux, is told 
in a revelation to go meet Severinus and place him on the episcopal seat. Amandus 
tells the people about his vision, and they all proceed to lead Severinus into the 
church with songs and hymns. 
4 As bishop of Bordeaux, Severinus conducts himself with fasting and other virtues. 
He heals wasting illnesses, fever, demon possession and life-threatening injuries. 
5 Severinus predicts his death, and he dies on 21 October. Amandus resumes the 
episcopacy and, fearing that the people of Trier might demand his body, has him 
buried in a crypt near Bordeaux. 
6 The invading Goths approach Bordeaux on Severinus’ feast day, and the citizens 
flee to the saint’s tomb hoping for his aid. Rain and fog descend on the Goths and 
blind them, thwarting their attack. The Goths retreat, leaving behind some horses 
they had plundered. 
7 A torrential rain floods the fields of Bordeaux. The (unnamed) bishop imposes 
vigils at Severinus’ tomb. Suddenly the rain stops and the sky clears.  
8 A draught afflicts the crops in Bordeaux, and the people hold vigils at Severinus’ 
tomb. In the middle of the night, clouds cover the sky and pour rain over the 
















1 Fortunatus perorates on God’s benevolence to the female sex, writing that Christ 
makes them strong and valiant, though they are born weak. He praises pious 
women’s mortifications, chastity and faith. He states his intention to preserve 
Radegund’s memory and present her life to the public.  
 Life 
 
2 Radegund was the daughter of King Bertechar of Thuringia. The Franks invade 
Thuringia, and the young Radegund falls to the lot of King Clothar, who takes her to 
the royal villa of Athies in Vermandois. She is brought up there and proceeds to 
exhibit extraordinary virtue, expressing a desire for martyrdom, feeding and washing 
the heads of other children and leading processions of children into an oratory, 
which she tended to dutifully. Clothar attempts to bring her to Vitry, but she escapes 
with a few companions through Beralcha. She later agrees to be made Clothar’s 
queen at Soissons. 
3 Wishing to continue her life of piety, Radegund eschews the luxuries of royalty and 
commits herself to almsgiving to the needy and to monasteries. 
4 Radegund builds at house at Athies where she bathes poor men and women. She 
feeds secretly on beans and lentils, and she attends the singing of the hours.  
5 Fortunatus tells how Radegund would leave her marriage bed at night to pray under 
a hair cloak on the cold floor of the privy, freezing her body throughout. People joke 
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that Clothar had married a monacha rather than a queen. Clothar becomes irritated 
with her austerities, but she soothes his temper or bears it patiently.  
6 Fortunatus tells how Radegund would wear a hair cloth under her royal garments 
during Quadragesima.  
7 Fortunatus tells how Radegund would make and care for candles in the oratories and 
holy places. Clothar would request her presence at night but was told she was busy 
with God’s affairs. This causes conflict between the king and queen, but later he 
would offer her gifts in compensation for his harsh words.   
8 Fortunatus tells how Radegund would greet clergy and ascetics by washing their feet 
and listening to their teaching; she would give gifts to bishops. 
9 Fortunatus tells how, if Radegund received compliments on her garments from 
female servants, she would donate it as cloth to be laid on a church altar.   
10 When Clothar condemned guilty criminals to death, Radegund would rally nobles 
and the king’s ministers to convince him to revoke the sentence.  
11 While Radegund is walking in her garden at her villa in Péronne, some imprisoned 
criminals cry out to her for help. When she asks her servant who is calling out, they 
lie and say that it is a crowd of beggars. Believing this, she sets about relieving 
them. That night, the prisoners’ chains miraculously break, and they run to 
Radegund to give thanks. 
12 Radegund’s brother is killed, and she leaves the king and goes to Bishop Medard at 
Noyon to ask to be made a nun. Facing scriptural prohibitions and intimidation from 
the nobility, Medard hesitates. Radegund puts on monastic clothes herself, goes to 
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the altar and chastises the bishop for fearing men more than God. Medard relents 
and consecrates her a deaconess.  
13 Radegund gives her royal trappings -clothing, gems and ornaments- to the church for 
the relief of the poor. To the ascetics Jumerus, Dato and Gundulf she gives such 
items as frontlets, gems, bracelets, coifs and pins, many decorated with gems and 
gold.   
14 Radegund goes to Tours to visit the holy sites of St. Martin. She gives clothing and 
ornaments to his church. From Tours she goes to Candes, again to honor St. Martin. 
15-16 From Candes she goes to her villa of Saix in Poitiers. There she adopts an austere 
diet and even grinds flour herself to give to nearby monasteries. Crowds begin to 
seek her munificence.   
17 Twice a week Radegund bathes, grooms, feeds and clothes the needy.  
18 On Sundays Radegund served undiluted wine to the poor. After serving them, she 
would dine with priests. 
19 Whenever lepers arrived at the villa, Radegund would inquire as to their number and 
accordingly set a dinner table for them. She would kiss some of the leprous women 
and wash the faces and hands of both men and women. As they left, she would give 
them gifts of clothing and gold. One of her attendants berates her, asking “when you 
have embraced lepers, who will kiss you?” Radegund answers: “Really, if you won’t 
kiss me, it’s no concern of mine.”  
20 Fortunatus tells how Radegund would miraculously cure wounds by making the sign 
of the cross over a vine leaf and placing the leaf on the wound. Some sick people 
would come to Radegund after being told in a dream to present her attendants with a 
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candle, which they would burn overnight; by morning the person would be healed. 
She would give food and drink to the sick, thereby healing them.  
21 Radegund’s asceticism, healing and charity inspire crowds of people to gather 
around her cell; they proclaim her a confessor and martyr. Fortunatus describes her 
extreme asceticism in eating.  
22 Radegund encloses herself throughout Quadragesima for the first time and eats an 
austere diet. She wears a hair cloth and sleeps on a bed of ashes. 
23 Fortunatus tells how Radegund would collect and clean the nuns’ shoes while they 
slept. He describes more of her service to the monastery, including cooking and 
cleaning duties and her care for the infirm.  
24 Fortunatus describes how Radegund would prepare the kitchen, cook and clean up 
after the nuns at mealtimes. He again mentions her washing of the infirm. 
25 During one Quadragesima, Radegund binds her body with iron circlets and chains. 
Fortunatus describes the physical injuries that resulted. 
26 Radegund presses a hot brass plate in the shape of the cross against her body. During 
one Quadragesima, she presses a water basin full of burning coals against her body. 
Fortunatus describes the injuries that resulted.  
27 A blind woman from Gislad named Bella is led to Poitiers to seek the saint’s 
healing. Radegund heals her by impressing the sign of the cross on her eyes. 
28 Radegund exorcises a girl named Fraifled at Saix. The next day, she exorcises a 
woman named Leubela, who was afflicted by a demon in her back. At the moment 
of exorcism, a worm crawled out of her back, and Leubela tread it under her foot.    
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29 A nun suffers with fevers for six months. Radegund is informed of this and has the 
nuns lay her in a bath of warm water. Radegund heals her by rubbing her body from 
head to foot.  
30 A possessed woman is brought to Radegund, who commands the demon to lie on the 
pavement. The demon does so, and Radegund puts her heel on the woman’s neck. 
The demon leaves the woman’s body in a flow of diarrhea. On another occasion, a 
mouse tried to nibble on a ball of thread that Radegund had spun and died instantly. 
31 Florius, one of Radegund’s men, is fishing at sea when a storm causes his boat to 
capsize. In desperation, he calls on Radegund for help. The sky then clears and the 
prow of the boat floats to the surface.    
32 A girl named Goda languishes in her bed for a long time. A candle as tall as her is 
made in the name of Radegund, and she is healed before the candle is consumed.   
33 A carpenter’s wife is possessed by a demon, and the abbess jokes that she will 
excommunicate Radegund if she does not successfully exorcise her within three 
days. Ashamed at her slowness in exorcising the woman, the next day Radegund 
prays, and the demon leaves the woman through her ear. The woman returns home 
with her husband. On another occasion, the Radegund has a laurel tree transplanted 
near her cell, but it does not take root and withers. The abbess jokingly suggests that 
Radegund pray for it to take root lest she be without food. Radegund does so, and 
the tree takes root and flourishes. 
34 One of the nuns has an eye flooded with blood, and she lays on it some wormwood 
that Radegund kept with her for refreshment. The eye is soon healed. The son of 
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Andered, Radegund’s agent, dies soon after birth. The grieving parents wrap the 
child in the saint’s hair cloth, and he is raised from the dead. 
35 The nun Animia, suffering from dropsy, is near death. While she is sleeping, she has 
a dream of Radegund instructing her to lay nude in an empty bath. Radegund 
proceeds to pour oil onto Animia and give her a new garment. When she awakes, 
she smells of oil and is completely healed. 
36 The laypeople are singing, dancing and playing instruments outside the monastery. 
One nun says to Radegund that she recognized one of her songs being sung. 
Radegund expresses dismay at “religion being mingled with the odor of the world.” 
The sister replies that she has heard two or three songs she has composed. Radegund 
replies that she had not heard any worldly songs. Fortunatus interprets this as proof 
that her spirit was already in heaven while she was in the world.  
37 Radegund is in her cell and hears a nun crying. Radegund inquires into the reason, 
and she says that her infant sister had died. She tells the nun to bring the corpse into 
her cell and proceeds to rub the girl for seven hours. The girl is finally raised from 
the dead.  
38 On the day of the saint’s death, the tribune Domnolenus, wasting away with illness, 
has a dream of the saint approaching his town. She proceeds to tell him the location 
of the foundation of an abandoned basilica and instructs him to build an oratory in 
honor of St. Martin. She then rubs his jaw and throat for a long time and says that 
she came to bring him back to health; she also tells him to release those he has 
imprisoned. Upon waking, he realizes that Radegund has died, and a messenger 
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confirms the time of her death. Domnolenus directs the prison to release its seven 
prisoners. 
39 Fortunatus closes the life, citing the need for brevity. He exhorts the reader to 
cherish her miracles as signs of her piety and faith, and he alludes to miracles that 





















THE DATE OF THE VITA ALBINI 
Krusch took the Vita Albini to be Fortunatus’ earliest prose hagiographical work, followed very 
closely by the works on Hilary. His chronology, however, relies on dubious historical 
information and excessively literal readings of Fortunatus’ epistolary prose. While it is generally 
accepted that Domitianus, the recipient of the Vita Albini, died in 572 or 573, Krusch 
inexplicably posited a death date and thus terminus ante quem of 569.1 Secondly, Krusch 
interpreted the following line in the dedicatory epistle as Fortunatus’ confession that he has never 
before composed in the hagiographical genre: “Which sequence [of Albinus’ life] neither nature 
makes into a flowing, nor grammar into fluency nor experience by any means into ease for 
writing.”2 While the lack of usus mentioned here could refer to inexperience in prose 
hagiographical composition, it is perhaps more sensible to read this phrase as humbly 
minimizing the efficacy of Fortunatus’ usus to prepare him to adequately praise the deeds of the 
saint. This is certainly the implication of the preceding clause of this sentence, in which 
Fortunatus mentions the doctorum vestigia before which he feels it unsuitable (incongruum) that 
one such as he should attempt to speak of such a lofty matter (res alta) as the deeds of St. 
Albinus. The age differential between Fortunatus and Domitianus, which Fortunatus alludes to in 
the opening lines of the vita, could also account for this confession of inexperience, since any 
young writer could resort to such a humility topos in the late Latin rhetorical tradition.3   
 
1 MGH AA 4.2.xiii.  
2 Ven.Fort. Vita Albini 4 (6): “Quem ad scribendi seriem nec natura profluum nec litteratura facundum nec ipse 
usquequaque usus reddit expeditum.” Berschin, Biographie und Epochenstil, 1.279, echoes Krusch’s arguments on 
the Vita Albini’s date. 
3 Ven.Fort. Vita Albini 1 (1): “Inter reliqua maturitatis consulta quae sensus vester torrentis more mihi;” Janson, 
Latin Prose Prefaces, 132. 
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 Noting the inadequacy of Krusch’s evidence, Wolfgang Fels has examined external 
evidence of Fortunatus’ relationship with Domitianus to establish a more reliable date for the 
Vita Albini. Domitianus is mentioned in Carm. 11.25, a poem Fortunatus sent to Radegund and 
Agnes during one of his many journeys within Gaul: “From there a quick journey brought me to 
the halls of Cariac, and journeyed from there to the site of Tincillac. Then the holy bishop 
Domitianus met me, bringing me to the happy feast of Saint Albinus.”4 Fels and others have 
assumed that Fortunatus is referring here to his first meeting with Domitianus, during which the 
bishop asked the wandering poet to compose the Vita Albini and arranged to send clerics with 
biographical material on Albinus at a later date.5 Fels argues that this journey cannot have taken 
place near the beginning of Fortunatus’ acquaintance with Radegund in 568 but rather must date 
to February-March 569 or 570, as in these years the date of Easter (Albinus’ feast day is March 
1) would have allowed Fortunatus to return to Poitiers in time for Lent or, respectively, to spend 
Lent in some other place.6  
Fels’ argument falters, however, on the fact that there is no reason to suppose that 
Fortunatus would not have travelled during Lent, as there existed no ecclesiastical restrictions on 
travel during this period and Fortunatus himself was not especially ascetic. Thus, Krusch’s 
literary evidence is not helpful in establishing a date for the Vita Albini, and Fels’ historical 
evidence assumes too much about Fortunatus’ travels. Incidentally, it is also not at all clear 
whether the meeting referred to in Carm. 11.25 is the initial meeting of bishop and poet that 
precipitated the Vita, and indeed there is good reason to believe that it is not. While the 
 
4 Ven.Fort. Carm. 11.25.7-10: “Hinc citus excurrens Cariacae devehor aulae; Tincillacensi perferor inde loco. Hinc 
sacer antistes rapuit me Domitianus, ad sancti Albini gaudia festa trahens.” 
5 See Koebner, Fortunatus: Seine Persönlichkeit und seine Stellung, 47 n.2.  
6 Fels, “Studien zu Venantius Fortunatus,” 44 n.126. 
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encounter in Carm. 11.25 takes place in the context of Albinus’ feast, in the vita’s dedicatory 
epistle Albinus seems rather to have been an afterthought to Domitianus. Fortunatus notes that 
the bishop’s first mention of his predecessor arose among other topics in the course of casual 
conversation: “I remembered that, among the rest of the advice of your maturity which your 
sense appeared to overflow for me in the manner of a torrent . . . you made a casual mention of 
your bishop Albinus.”7 Moreover, the mere existence of a feast of Albinus in Carm. 11.25 
suggests that a cult with the necessary paraphernalia (including a vita) was already in place at the 
time Fortunatus made this journey. Since the year of the journey recounted in the poem is 
impossible to determine, this critique can only expand the timespan in which Fortunatus could 
probably have written the Vita Albini: if Brennan is correct in placing Domitianus at the Council 
of Paris in 573, then it could have been written any time between 569 and 573.8
 
7 Ven.Fort. Vita Albini 1 (1): “Memini . . . inter reliqua maturitatis consulta quae sensus vester torrentis more mihi 
visus est inundare etiam de sacratissimo viro Albino vestro antestite vos fecisse tenuiter mentionem.” 
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